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Background
Origin and Scale of Village Savings and
Loan Associations (VSLAs):
In order to reach the unbanked 2.5 billion adults
worldwide, a new model was needed that operates at
very low cost and offers the right products for a lowincome and often remote target group. Village Savings
and Loan Associations were initiated by CARE’s Matu
Masa Dubara (Women on the Move) project in Niger in
1991. The model has spread to 75 countries in Africa, Asia
and Latin America, with over 17 million active participants
worldwide. Since spontaneous replication is taking
place without the intervention of a facilitating agency,
sometimes more than tripling the number of groups, the
number of members is likely to be much greater than the
17 million cited in July 20181.
Global evidence suggests that VSLAs and their
performance is highly context specific tackling the
particular needs and challenges on the ground and
taking use of the opportunities specific to each context.
There is sufficient global evidence to suggest, that VSLAs
have altered the development equation in marginalised
communities worldwide, providing members with the
means to cope with emergencies, build capital and recreate social dynamics that support genuine self-reliance.
The Financial Inclusion industry has come to accept
the place of VSLAs as an important part of the financial
landscape and the most dynamic, affordable means of
bringing entry-level financial services to the rural poor2.
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Pauktaw VSLA group count savings
during end of year share out

The Tat Lan Programme:
The Tat Lan Programme, funded by the Livelihoods
and Food Security Trust Fund (LIFT) in Myanmar was
implemented in two phases (2013-15 and 2017-18).
The overall goal was to ensure a sustainable increase of
food and nutrition security and incomes of participant
households in 259 communities in the townships of
Myebon, Pauktaw, Kyaukpyu and Minbya in Rakhine State.
The program has the following six expected outcomes:

Outcome 1: Communities actively participate
in decision-making related to community
development
Outcome 2: Enhanced livelihood and nutrition
through improved infrastructure and strengthened
hygiene and sanitation practices
Outcome 3: Strengthened livelihood, food and
nutrition security through enhanced livelihood
opportunities
Outcome 4: Sustainable livelihood opportunities
supported through increased access to financial
services
Outcome 5: Improved nutrition security in the
target areas
Outcome 6: Community development and
sustainable livelihood opportunities are supported
through socially accountable government

Tat Lan’s first phase was implemented by Save the
Children, International Rescue Committee (IRC), Oxfam,
and the local non-governmental organization (NGO)
Better Life Organization (BLO). The second phase was
implemented by Save the Children and IRC. In both
phases, CARE International provided the program
monitoring, evaluation, research and learning services.
The programme is designed to contribute to equitably
and sustainably improving the livelihoods of.

The Rakhine context: high poverty,
vulnerability and malnutrition & poor
financial practices
Rakhine State remains one of the least developed parts
of Myanmar, facing multiple challenges including low
income, poverty, malnutrition, high population density,
and weak infrastructure. In 2009-10 the poverty rate for
Rakhine State was 43.5%, compared to the national rate
of 25.6%. A World Bank review of poverty data (2014)
suggests the poverty rate in Rakhine is the highest in the
country – 78% against a national rate of 37.5%.1 Rakhine
also has the highest incidence (51%) of multi-dimensionally
poor.1 The 2014 National Census1 also concluded that
Rakhine has the highest unemployment rate in the
country. This under-development and the complex ethnic
politicization of Rakhine are linked to high levels of intercommunity conflict. The 2016 Department of Health
Survey showed that the nutritional status of children
under 5 in Rakhine is the worst in the country, with 38%
of children stunted (18% severely stunted), 14% wasted,
and 34% underweight.The area is at high risk of natural
disasters, and ranks among the highest in the country for
food insecurity3. The primary contributing factors are poor
crop production, limited/no access to land and inputs, low
market access, indebtedness, and insufficient incomes.
Inter-ethnic conflict, gender inequality, demographic
pressure and high levels of economic inequality, also pose
a threat to food security and livelihoods among the poor.
Research conducted into the financial management
habits in the Tat Lan context in 20174 showed that for
women in particular, livelihood strategies are precarious
and financial management skill levels are low. While
women have a wide variety of incomes, they tend to be
unstable or seasonal. They therefore may have two, three
or even more sources of incomes simultaneously, but
the size of those incomes still significantly lower than the
incomes of men. In most cases incomes is earned daily
or weekly, which hampers saving efforts and increases
economic vulnerability as the income is often fully spent
within a week if not within a day or two. This research
also demonstrated that particularly female adults who
spend small amounts frequently are less inclined to plan
and document expenditures. There is also evidence of
a high reliance on credit; the Tat Lan Phase 1 baseline
assessment showed that 3 out of 4 households took a
loan at least annually. 40% of those said they took loans
from money lenders and 34% from shop keepers, with

interest rates reaching up to 25% per month (although
this rate has reportedly reduced since). Borrowing money
is not necessarily a negative copying strategy, as long
as the amount and conditions of the loans do not lead
the communities to live beyond their means and find
themselves in a cycle of unmanageable debt. However,
the research also showed at least 20% of women reported
taking loans for the purpose to pay back previous loans.

The VSLA model in Tat Lan:
The VSLA component sought to provide affordable,
manageable and community-led access to financial
services in a context of limited financial inclusion through
achieving the following outcomes:

•

Provide participants with the opportunity
to save and access credit, complementing
the program’s other productive activities
interventions with the income needed to
boost subsistence farmers and fishers to
small business owners;

•

Promote community-managed savings
and loan systems;

•

Promote good saving habits among the
communities and responsible borrowing
which is expected to expose the
participants to financial services and 		
prepare them better for interaction with
mainstream financial service providers.

The VSLA model was comprised of the following key
features:
VSLA groups: There is no upper limit on the size of a
group. On average each group has 19 members, with
some as small as nine members, and others as large as
42. Most group members are women. Key roles within
the groups were: Accountant; Cashier; Chairman; Key
holder; and Secretary, into which individuals are assigned
after voting by all group members. The project provides
technical assistance and capacity building which included
providing guidelines of the VSLA model, facilitating group
formation, creating forms and materials (in Myanmar
language and English), record keeping, training and
reporting. Day to day management of the groups is the
responsibility of the members, including such tasks such
as collecting savings, granting loans, updating passbooks
and handling cash is carried out by group members
themselves. The groups meet fortnightly. They must
purchase shares at each meeting and loans are given out
every second meeting.
Saving through shares: To collect savings the groups sell
shares, allowing members to buy between 1 and 5 shares
at each meeting. The share-value is fixed by the group at
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the start of each cycle. The average share value in
Tat Lan was 1,712 MMK (≈1.1 USD), with a minimum of 500
MMK (≈0.3 USD) and a maximum of 3,000 MMK (≈2 USD).
There are two meetings per month and each member
must purchase at least one share at each meeting. The
number of shares that a member can purchase in each
meeting is capped at 5. The money is kept in a locked box
in a secure location identified by the group. The box and
key are held by different group members.
Loans and interest: The savings create a fund that is used
to disburse loans. The loan size is limited to a maximum
of three times the value of the member’s share ownership.
For example, if a client buys three shares at $5 per share
for a total of $15, they would then be able to borrow up
to $45. The groups decide the interest rate to charge,
typically between 2.5 and 5% of the outstanding amount
per month. The income derived from the interest on the
loans is added to the group’s savings fund, which allows
the fund to grow, increasing the loan funds available to
the members.
Share-out: At the end of the cycle, all of the group’s cash
is divided among the members as a one-off pay-out,
proportionate to the number of shares purchased. The
cash includes all savings, interest and fees collected. For
example, if the group has $500 at the end of a cycle to
distribute amongst its members who had purchased a
total of 50 shares, the same client who purchased
3 shares (at $5 each for a total of $15) would receive a
share out of $30.

Village Agent Training
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Social funds: Groups can choose to have a social fund
that can be used to provide small grants to members
in times of particular financial stress. This fund is kept
separate from the loan fund and is not included in the end
of cycle share-out. Decisions on whether or how to use
the social fund are made by the group on a case by
case basis.
Cycles: The activities of the VSLAs run in ‘cycles’ of
between 9 to 12 months, as determined by the groups.
At the end of the cycle, accumulated savings and interest
are shared out among the members proportional to
the amount of shares purchased. During the first cycle,
project staff provided training and close supervision.
After completion of one cycle, groups are expected to
continue largely independently, with only occasional
support from the project. When a new cycle starts, the
group can change its share value, loan amount, rules and
membership.
Village agent model: To promote sustainability, the Tat
Lan program designed a Village Agent component to the
program. Village Agents are community members trained
to provide technical support and assistance to VSLA
groups upon request. Agents are paid by the groups, and
can support more than one community. This is intended
to replace the support provided by the project and
facilitate VSLA re-formation beyond the project.
The Tat Lan programme established of over 377 VSLA
groups across four townships. 158 villages had at least one
and at most seven active groups per village at the time
of the survey in May 2018, whereby each village had on
average two active groups.

Evaluation Approach
VSLA members note down shares saved during the fortnight

In its final implementation year, the Tat Lan partners
wished to evaluate the sustainability and impact of the
VSLA groups, in order to reflect on the appropriateness of
the model. The main objectives of the evaluation were to:

1. Assess the capacities of the VSLA to sustain
their activities beyond project end with focus
on: Financial viability; Group cohesion in
decision making and group management;
Group resilience to resist shocks.
2. Assess the effectiveness and impact of
VSLA groups on member households and
communities, in terms of income, savings
and a range of outcomes.
3. A third objective was later added to the
study by the implementing partners, to review
the appropriateness of the model, particularly
compared with Micro-finance Institutions 		
(MFIs).

Review of existing literature and earlier Tat Lan research
papers: Quantitative findings about financial capabilities
and behaviours of target communities gathered through
earlier research projects. The findings of this evaluation
were compared with global best practice retrieved from
literature review, where evidence was available. To put
the performance of Tat Lan-supported VSLA groups
into context, data of 45 projects (mainly across Africa)
supporting 3,948 village based saving and loan groups
was used for comparison5.
Quantitative structured group survey: in the May 2018
377 VLSA were surveyed to gather data on the level of
activity of the groups and their impacts at household
and village levels. Of these groups, 129 were inactive and
248 were active. Due to operational constraints on staff
mobility, the majority of these interviews took place by
telephone.
Qualitative explanatory and exploratory interviews:
In September 2018, 12 qualitative exploratory and
8 explanatory interviews were carried out with individual
VSLA members, their household members and
community members to gather information on the
impacts of the groups at these different level.

To achieve those objectives, CARE designed a mixed
method evaluation approach taking use of:
Data gathered through routine ongoing monitoring
activities: monthly quantitative output monitoring
(covering the period from 2013-2018) and monthly
qualitative feedback mechanism data (covering the period
of 2016-2018).

7

Findings: VSLA Group Effectiveness
Village Agents Training

Financial Vitality – value of
group savings
At the time of the evaluation in May 2018 the mean
net saving size per each group during their current
cycle was 2,221,631MMK or 1,650 USD. This equates to
a mean saving amount per member in each group of
115,284MMK or 73 USD (Std. Dv. 81,007) with a minimum
saving size of 6,580MMK or 4USD) and maximum
amount of 411,818MMK or 260USD. It is worth noting
that at the time of the evaluation, the groups were at
different stages of their cycles from one another, which
would have influenced their levels of savings.
Members’ saving capabilities was found to be a key
determinant of the VSLAs’ sustainability. For 42% of the
inactive VSLA, members’ inability to regularly save was
one of the top reasons leading the group to eventually
dissolve. Causality analysis shows that VLSA with higher
savings had greater chances to sustain beyond the first
cycle (Exp(B)=1.000, p≤.05). Causality analysis confirmed
that VSLAs with higher savings were about three times
as likely to sustain beyond first cycle than the groups
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with smaller saving amounts per member (Exp(B)=3.419,
p≤.05). This raises the question of why members were
not saving and whether the share prices were set at an
appropriate level. Members’ ability to save (i.e. purchase
shares) at each meeting is obviously influenced by the
price of the share in their VSLA. Strong support to each
group at the inception of the cycle to identify an optimal
share price is therefore critical to ensure that members
can save within their means, while allowing the group’s
fund to grow. Equally, lifting restrictions on the number
of shares a member can purchase at each meeting
may maintain the share value to an affordable level.
This would also enable members with stronger saving
capacities to still save higher amounts through
the purchase of a higher number of shares.
Analysis was carried out to identify any group
characteristics that were associated with higher group
savings amounts at the time of the evaluation. Figure 1
illustrates the link between the mean saving amount per
member and different group characteristics (location,
implementing partner and group size).

Mean saving amount in MMK/member

22 or more members
129970 MMK

17-21 members
115075 MMK

16 or less members
102577 MMK

Kyaupkyu
70515 MMK

Pauktaw
115959 MMK

Minbya
111016 MMK

Myabone
121692 MMK

115284 MMK

Overall mean

Figure 1: Average saving per group member stratified by township and group size (1USD ≈ 1,580MMK)

In Kyaupkyu the VSLAs reported 70,515MMK/52 USD as
an average saving amount per member, which is 42%
lower than what was reported by VSLAs in Myabone
(p≤.001) and by 39% less than the overall mean. Qualitative
interviews with VSLA members highlighted that at the time
of the evaluation, most of the active VSAL in Kyaukphyu
Township were at the beginning of a new cycle, hence
explaining lower reported saving amounts than in the
other Townships.
Smaller groups with 16 or fewer members reported
lower saving per member compared to big groups with
22 or more. Qualitative data suggested that this may be
because smaller VSLAs tend to exist in smaller villages,
which tend to have fewer livelihood opportunities and are
economically worse off. This could explain more modest
savings amounts and slower fund growth.
In terms of global best practice, VSL Associates suggest
that saving sizes often depend on the economic context
of the groups. The global comparison groups reported an
average saving capacity per person 106USD. Therefore, at
115,284MMK (≈75USD), Tat Lan VSLAs are saving slightly
above the global average. Given the low levels of income,
this represents a significant saving in relation to household
incomes (see figure 1).

Financial Vitality – Borrowing
A higher proportion of group members with loans is
generally a positive indicator of group financial health
(assuming that loans are repaid in full and on time),
given that the more loans, the higher interest income is
accumulated. This also means that more group members
are able to invest in their livelihoods, household needs or
support during times of shock. Active VSLAs reported an
average of 8 members – 42% of total members – with an
outstanding loan at the time of the survey.
No correlation was found between number of VSLA
members and the number of loans taken. However,
there was a moderate association between the number
of loans taken and the age of the VSLAs. This could be
because mutual trust and confidence of VSLA members
to manage loans increases over time; hence resulting in
a higher number of members taking loans. Typically older
groups tend to have larger sums of money to lend, since
members often choose to reinvest.
The average value of outstanding loans per VSLA group
was 1,846,565MMK (1,170USD). There were differences
in the total values of outstanding loans across four
townships. Figure 2 illustrates the total amounts loaned
per group and per borrower in each of the four townships.
VSLA groups in Pauktaw reported the highest mean
outstanding loan amount, followed by groups in Myabone
and Minbya. However, the borrowing per member is
higher in Myabone and Minbya, compared to Pauktaw
and Kyaupkyu.
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2,500.00
2,059,588

2,000.00

1,883,640
1,606,529

MMK

1,500.00
1,187,314

1,000.00

500.00
276,786

0

Mean outstanding loan/group
Myabone

Minbya

215,648

206,140

130,753

Loan size per borrower

Pauktaw

Kyaupkyu

Figure 2: Mean of total value of outstanding loans per group and loan size per borrower disaggregated by township

Compared with global best practice, Tat Lan VSLAs
distributed (to 44% of members), but bigger loans, with an
average value of 153USD, bringing the loan fund utilization
rate to 70%, which is higher than the 60% rate that the
global evidence reported. This would suggest that Tat Lan
VSLA members take fewer but larger loans than the global
average, presumably in line with the financing needs of
their specific livelihood strategies. This reflects one of the
key strengths of the VSLA model, whereby loan amounts
are adapted to the needs and means of their members.

Adhering to group protocols/
appropriateness of the model:
Almost all active groups reported very strong member
adherence to group rules and regulations, with between
90-98% of groups responding positively to all of the
following criteria:
•

Members’ timely arrival to VSLA meetings;

•
		

Adherence to group standards in situations
where members have been late to the meetings;

•
		

Secretary checking individual saving accounts
before giving out loans;
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•

Decisions to give out loans made with consensus;

•
		

Record keeper summarizing financial updates/		
records at the of last meeting;

•

Following procedures stipulated in constitution;

•

Trust among members of the group.

Tat Lan VSLAs have reported higher attendance discipline
than the global comparison, with an average 92% of all
members regularly attended the previous four meetings
prior the survey, in comparison to 80% attendance rate.
The data on timely loan repayments also paints a
favourable picture of group performance. 98% of the
VSLAs reported no overdue loans. For the remaining 2%,
the average value of overdue loans was 3,065MMK, a
small proportion of the total amounts borrowed.
Interviews with VSLA members highlighted how financial
literacy helped them monitor and prioritize their finances
more closely. This applied to both personal and the
VSLA’s finances, enabling them to minimize debts. Moral
support, collective pressure from their peer members
and appropriate loan sizes were additional main factors
reportedly contributing to high adherence to the group
rules. These factors are very specific to a communitybased model – like the VSLA model – and are and unlikely
to be achieved from other sources of finance.
CREDIT: SAVE THE CHILDREN

These differences in borrowing and repayment across
the four Townships illustrate one of the key features of
the VSLA model; the flexibility and appropriateness to the
socio-economic context. Savings amounts, interest rates
and repayment terms are not uniform but adapted to the
means and needs of each group, and notably, managed
by the groups themselves.

The importance of the good performance of the groups
in relation to adherence to their own rules and regulations
should not be understated. The qualitative and quantitative
analysis of this study revealed that member discipline was
the most influential factor influencing group sustainability.
In particular, agreement on a meeting time suitable for

all members, and punctual and regular attendance by
members appear to have enabled the groups to continue.
Statistically, this factor increases the survival rates of the
groups by more than 4 times compared to groups whose
members don’t usually arrive on time (Exp(B)=4.411, p≤.05)
or had low attendance rates during the last four meetings
prior the survey (Exp(B)=1.362, p≤.05). All respondents
in qualitative interviews stated that adherence to rules
and regulations is the most important element in group’s
sustainability. The tone that determines member discipline
is established by the supporting organizations in the
early stages, and is inherited by the group’s leaders and
members.

These findings suggest that in a context of limited
literacy, numeracy and experience with saving and
financial services, the model is sufficiently simple and
the communities (mostly women in this case) sufficiently
committed and capable to manage their own VSLAs.

VSLA groups sustainability
The survey included all VSLAs, i.e. those set up by Tat
Lan and those set up independently or re-formed. The
evaluation indicates that 66% of the 377 surveyed VSLAs
were reportedly active at the time of the survey6, as
shown in table 1 below. If including the VSLAs (at least
4) in between 2 cycles, in the process to reform, when
surveyed, the overall prevalence of active VSLAs then
reaches 70%.

Myabone

Minbya

Pauktaw

Kyaupkyu

Total/Average

# of VSLAs supported by Tat Lan

156

60

123

38

377

# of VSLAs active at the time of the survey

118

42

74

14

248

% of VSLAs active at the time of the survey

76%

70%

60%

37%

66%

% of active VSLAs in 1st cycle

6%

14%

14%

0%

9%

% of active VSLAs in 2nd or 3rd cycle

52%

48%

62%

7%

52%

% of active VSLAs in 4th or higher cycle

42%

38%

24%

93%

39%

Table 1: Survey coverages of Tat Lan supported VSLA groups per township

VSLA sustainability was found to be associated with their
geographic location (i.e. Township) and the number of
cycles completed:
Geographical location: The lowest prevalence of active
VSLAs, at 36%,. was found in Kyaukphyu compared to 60%
in Pauktaw, 71% in Minbya and 75% in Myabone. It is likely
that the link between location and sustainability is more
likely to be a reflection on the age of the groups, given
that Kyaupkyu is the location where VSLA support was first
withdrawn, so had the shortest intervention period from
the project.

Number of cycles completed: 52% of the surveyed VSLAs
were in their second or third cycle, and 39% in their forth.
There was a very strong statistical dependency between
the ability to remain active and the age of the VSLAs.
The younger the VSLA group, the higher proportion that
remained active (see figure 3). This trend spikes particularly
for groups established in 2016 and 2017 when over third
(41%) of all surveyed VSLAs were established. This can
possibly be attributed to the fact that they are still receiving
direct support from the project.
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100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%
2014

2015

2016

2017

% of active VSLAs
Figure 3: % of active VSLAs (sample size for VSLAs established in 2013 and 2018 was insufficient for conclusions)

It is worth noting that some challenges existed in
ascertaining the age of a group. Qualitative discussions
revealed that on a number of occasions groups that
had dissolved (for a variety of reasons) were soon after
reformed, and were reported as a new group but included
several members from the previously dissolved group. In
Minbya for example, 9% of VSLA members were registered
in Tat Lan’s beneficiary database as members of at least
two or more VSLA groups within the same village. This
would suggest that they could be more “older” groups
currently active than depicted by the graph above since
the distinction between new and reformed groups can be
difficult to identify.
In terms of global best practice on sustainability, VSL
Associates Ltd. estimates that 89% of groups continue to
operate more than five years after receiving training, on
average doubling their capitalization and average loan
sizes, whereby as high as 98% of members often continue
from one annual cycle to the next one. CARE international
reported globally 85% of groups operational five years
after end of CARE’s direct support to the groups7. The
data from Tat Lan indicates that 66-70% (depending on
Township) of its groups had continued at least into a
second cycle.
A critical factor which may be challenging group
sustainability in the Rakhine context is migration. Individual
drop-out rates were not routinely monitored in Tat Lan
but are estimated to be as high as 28%, against an average
of 11% in the global comparison groups. Qualitative data
suggests that economic vulnerability and exposure to
natural and conflicts in Rakhine lead to migration, which
in turn impacts drop-out among VSLA members. Further
discussions with field based staff confirmed that, in the
absence of formal statistics, based on their observations
outmigration but also urbanization is an increasing
concern for the sustainability of VSLAs.
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The Village Agent Model
The village agent model is intended to support
sustainability, scale-up and cost-effectiveness of the VSLA
model, long-term. The introduction of the Village Agent
component was first introduced in 2017 and was still
gradually being rolled out at the time of the evaluation,
so far covering about 58% of the targeted villages. 36% of
active VSLAs reported that they had received support from
a Village Agent to re-form the group after a share-out.
Where the agents have already engaged, they appear
to play an important role. 62% of active VSLAs reported
having received support from the Village Agents with
book-keeping and shares. Qualitative data suggested that
Village Agents play a role in reinforcing adherence to
group rules and regulations; reminding the groups to keep
regular meetings, helping to mobilize members, as well
as occasionally recapping the rules and regulations of the
groups to its members.
Analysis was carried out to identify any association
between characteristics of the groups and the likelihood
that they will draw on Village Agents for support.
Interestingly, none of the financial parameters, such as
saving amounts, loan amounts, can predict the likelihood
of a VSLA to reach out to such support. However, there
is an association between age of the group and Village
Agent support: older groups were more likely to seek
support than younger groups. 83% of active groups
established in 2014 reported using Village Agents,
compared with 72% of those established in 2015; 47% of
those in 2018 and just 43% of those established in 2017.
Qualitative data elaborated that younger groups are able
to retain the information and guidance from programme
staff due to a shorter recall period, while older groups are
more likely to have forgotten training messages over time.

Older groups are also more likely to want to alter certain
group rules and regulations, but hesitate doing so without
support. Essentially, the withdrawal of support from the
project for older groups leads to an increase in demand
for Village Agent support.
It is too early to assess the success of the Village Agent
model long-term or their impact on group sustainability,
but in the short term they appear to be playing an
important function and offer a source of technical and
moral support to groups after the close of the project.

Women’s Participation:
With the establishment of VSLAs, Tat Lan intended to
specifically enhance financial inclusion of women by
encouraging 8,000 women to sign up in the groups
as members. The VSLA groups have an average of 87%
female members, and 53% of VSLA management positions
are filled by women. At 87%, Tat Lan’s VSLA women’s
participation was found equal to that at global level.

Social Funds – Building
Social Capital
According to the VSLA survey all active VSLAs reported
having a social fund. A number of the groups used the
fund to support individual members during times of
extreme financial need. 38% of the groups had already or
would likely donate at least part of the fund for community

development or emergency response. For example, one
interviewed VSLA member in Minbya explained that her
group had decided to use the social fund to contribute
to costs for pond fencing in coming summer to stop
livestock going into the pond and improving quality of
water, while another member said that her group planned
to donate the social fund for bridge or road construction
to benefit the whole community.
Importantly, several groups reported that if social funds
remain after share-out, they are donated to schools
or monasteries. The ability of the VSLA groups and its
members to provide support and donations in this way
is important in Buddhist communities in the Myanmar
context, as it is a central element of their religion that
is based on the morale of compassion and wisdom8.
According to interviewees, such donations are key
element in VSLA success and sustainability. They give
the VSLA members religious merits, give the group
external positive validation or approval by other non-VSLA
community members, and thereby attract new members
to join the group in the future.
The ability and willingness to share the social fund with
others in need was the second most influential factor
(Exp(B)=2.252, p≤.05) in influencing group sustainability.
In other words, strong social capital is an important driving
force for the VSLA groups to continue.

Social fund – BarWai VSLA chairperson in front of causeway group is repairing with social fund savings
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Children Future, Pauktaw, VSLA member
is saving for her childrens education

Findings: Impacts of VSLAS on
members and their families
Reducing debt from high interest
sources:
At the time of Tat Lan’s baseline assessment, three
out of four households reported having taken a loan
within twelve months prior the survey. For those
households who did report borrowing the sources of
loans were family and friends (55%), followed by money
lenders (40%) and shop keepers (34%) (note that some
households had multiple sources of loans). Table 2
highlights the amounts that community members pay
in interest payments to these different sources of loans
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currently. The data is based the average outstanding
loan amounts per borrower and on a monthly basis
by location. It assumes a monthly interest rate of 2.5%
for a VSLA loan, 5% for a shop keeper and 10% for a
moneylender. While there were some reports of money
lenders charging well in excess of this amount at the
time of the baseline, for the purposes of this analysis,
interest rates cited at the time of the evaluation were
used. It is worth noting also that repayment terms
on loans from monelyenders vary depending on the
amount, intended use, reputation of the borrowing
family, and availability of collateral.

Mean loan holding/
borrower from VSLA

Interest rate paid back to VSLA
(per month times three)

Interest rate paid back to shop
keepers and money lenders
(per month times three)

Min. 2.5%*3

Max. 5%*3

Min. 5%*3

Max. 10%*3

Myabone

276,786

20,759

41,518

41,518

83,036

Minbya

215,648

16,174

32,347

32,347

64,694

Pauktaw

206,140

15,461

30,921

30,921

61,842

Kyaupkyu

130,753

9,806

19,613

19,613

39,226

Average

237,044

17,778

35,557

35,557

71,113

Table 2: Estimated average interest repayment amounts by Townships and most common loan sources

This comparative analysis suggests that the
variance in interest repayments could be as large as
15,550MMK(≈10.4USD) per month between, for example
a VSLA interest rate of 2.5% per month and a money
lenders rate of 10% per month on an average loan
amount of 237,044MMK(≈158 USD). Per Annum this
could result in savings of 186,599MMK (≈124 USD). It is
also worth noting that the interest paid on VSLA loans
is repaid monthly (over an average of 3 months) and is
calculated on the basis of the outstanding amount; so if
a client repays some of the loan in the first month, the
interest in the second month will reduce. With money
lenders, the monthly interest is usually calculated on
the initial amount borrowed and not on the outstanding
value, so there is no possibility of reducing the interest
once the loan is taken.
The evaluation identified a similar proportion of hh
reporting taking out loans as during the baseline,
suggesting that household credit needs remained
significant and consistent. However, the main sources
of those loans had changed significantly compared
to baseline. At end of 2017, Tat Lan monitoring data
identified that VSLA were the main source of loans in the
last 12 months for 33% of the programme beneficiaries.
Compared to baseline, the proportion of HH borrowing
money primarily from shopkeepers had fallen by 29%;
while 20% less HH reported borrowing from family and
friends. This may also reduce financial burden on family
and friends who at times might experience financial
difficulties because of the money they loaned out.

of loan; suggesting that a significantly higher proportion
are able to save compared with the baseline (since
VSLA members can borrow only if they save money).
The average saving per VSLA member was 115,284MMK
(≈75USD), compared with an average monthly income
per household of 109,554MMK (≈ 69USD). Saving more
than a month’s income amounts to a significant buffer
in the event of a shock or resource to invest in the
household or livelihoods.
Interestingly, despite not being specifically prompted
on the topic during the evaluation, all interviewees
consistently reported enhanced financial literacy as a
long-lasting benefit of their VSLA membership. VSLA
members interviewed highlighted the convenience of
having to save money in a group, with fixed rules, making
savings less accessible for impulsive expenditures. Group
support was also constantly reported as a motivation to
put money aside on regular basis, even during difficult
times.
The qualitative data highlighted other benefits from
VSLAs on financial literacy practices. VSLA members
reported more mindful borrowing practices than at the
start of the project. These were manifested through
increased individual capacities to assess loan needs and
ultimately a better prioritization of loans. Such benefits
are particular to the VSLA model and are less likely to be
achieved through other sources of credit, either informal
(e.g. .money lenders, shop keepers) or formal (e.g. MFIs,
Commercial banks) sources.

Improved savings and financial
management practices
The VSLA model depends on regular household saving.
Tat Lan’s financial literacy component encouraged
positive financial practices, including budgeting and
prioritization of expenditure. At baseline, only 4% of the
HH reported savings during the past 12 months. Tat Lan
monitoring data revealed that 33% of the adults engaged
in the programme identified VSLA as their main source
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Investments in livelihoods
through loans
At the time of the Tat Lan baseline, with an average daily
income of less than 0.5USD (561MMK) per household,9
the target communities were under great financial stress.
As illustrated in Figure 4, 44% of households who had
taken loans within the year prior to the survey primarily
used it for food purchases.

Other

1%

House purchase or construction

1%

Purchase of animals/medicine for animals

1%

School/education

4%

Purchase of working tools or equipment

5%

Purchase of agri. Inputs

Comparing data from the baseline survey, the 2017
outcome monitoring and the VSLA evaluation, Figure 5
below illustrates how loans taken from the VSLAs
were used compared with loans from all sources.
The figure shows the main uses of loans; other uses
of small amounts of the loans are not depicted here.
It depicts a significant shift away from borrowing for
food consumption or healthcare, towards loans for
investments in livelihoods.

9%

Health

15%

Business investment

18%
44%

Food purchases
0%

5%

10%

15%
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Figure 4: Households having taken a loan during the past 12 months prior baseline assessment: first most important use of loans (n = 722)
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VSLA key informants (early 2018)
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Health

Education
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Figure 5: Report most important use of loans from VSLAs according to VSLA key informant survey in 2018 compared to priority utilization of loans from all
sources according to most recent 2017 survey and 2013 baseline assessment
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Borrowing to meet consumption needs or to meet the
cost of catastrophic or routine healthcare generally
indicates a precarious financial situation for a household,
so a reduction in borrowing for these purposes indicates
improvements in overall household financial security.
The increase in investment in livelihood inputs reflects a
more positive use of loans as this is an expenditure which
is likely to produce a return on investment. The higher
the value of the group assets (not individual savings, but
additional amounts earned through interest, fines, etc)
the more likely members are to use their loans for their
livelihoods (Exp(B)=1.000, p≤.05). In other words, the
bigger the loan fund, the larger the loan sizes available,
allowing the households use the loans beyond usual
consumption needs. Successful VSLAs therefore can
encourage proactive investment in livelihoods.

Increased household income through
share-outs
The VSLA model provides an additional income source, in
the form of the interest earned on savings and on loans
disbursed and repaid. This ‘share-out’ is paid to members
at the end of a cycle. Save the Children’s monitoring data
revealed an average return on investment of 22% per
cycle10. Applying this rate of return to the last cycle’s shareout data shows that with an average of 19 members per
group, the average share out amount was 232,094MMK
(Std. Dv. 130,290) (≈ 154USD), of which 33 USD would
have been additional income beyond their original
investments. Put into the context of household income,
the average monthly income per household was reported
109,554MMK (≈ 69USD)11. Therefore, the individual share
out amount per member from the last cycle would have
amounted to more than 2 months of average household
income. The interest alone would amount to 37% of an
average monthly income.
71% respondents reported using the share-out to support
invest in their livelihoods. Significantly another 13%
used them to cover education costs. This suggests that
VSLAs have the potential to positively impact children, by
increasing resources available for investment in education.

Increased role of women in community
and household decision making
Women’s empowerment is often cited as an important
potential benefit of the VSLA model. Empowerment can
be defined and measured in a number of ways. However
an increase in women’s ability to control the allocation
of household resources is generally considered a strong
indicator. Almost all of the female VSLA members
interviewed reported having increased ability to contribute
to the decisions made over the household income
and expenditures. In fact, this information was entirely
volunteered by female VSLA members as the evaluation
did not specifically ask about household decision making.
With increased financial literacy, female VSLA members
reported being more equally regarded by their husbands
and other male relatives.

Female VSLA members also reported being more included
in by their community members in public discussions and
decision making processes. Many of women interviewed
volunteered that their regular participation in VSLA
meetings increased their overall confidence, and their
ability to mobilise their peers, to be involved in public fora.
This is a benefit of the VSLA model which is unlikely to be
achieved through other financial service providers. It is
important to acknowledge however, that achieving gender
equality or transformation is a much broader, longer term
and more complex goal than the limited contribution to
women’s empowerment described above.

Improved Food Security
Qualitative data suggests a link between improved food
security and VSLA participation. Several participants
described using share-out income to purchase a larger
quantity and variety of food than they normally would,
due to increased purchasing power. Furthermore, in a
few cases, respondents reported an increased availability
of certain food items normally only available in Township
markets (e.g. eggplant, okra and other seasonable
vegetables) becoming available in village markets as a
number of VSLA participants had used loans to import
and sell them locally. Qualitative data also suggested
that the variety of foods consumed was higher in
communities where VSLA members had the opportunity
to also participate in Tat Lan supported nutrition
interventions (such as Mother To Mother Support
Groups and maternity cash transfers). In combining
these approaches, women had the knowledge as well
as means to enhance their diets. There is however, no
quantitative data to support this.
Furthermore, In Rakhine, women are responsible for
household food purchases. With greater access and
control over household income and finances, female
VSLA members reported increased ability to make better
plans for the purchase of key food items.

Resilience to shocks and stresses
The communities in Tat Lan areas are highly vulnerable
to a number of external shocks and stresses, such as
cyclones, flooding, and conflict. During qualitative
interviews, households also highlighted the risks of
personal shocks, in particular health emergencies such as
hospitalisation or death of a family member. Such shocks
often come with high and unforeseen expenses. A key
way in which households can build resilience is through
increasing access to cash during times of crisis, in such
a way that doesn’t involve undermining their current or
future wellbeing (such as loans with very high interest
rates or other unfavourable repayment conditions).
Accumulating savings can help build such a buffer against
shocks, whether they are kept as cash, or eventually
invested into assets or livelihoods. As highlighted above,
there is a positive association between VSLA membership
and good savings practices, which would suggest an
increase in the resilience of VSLA members.
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However, in many cases, the unforeseen expenses may
outstrip the household’s available savings. This is when
access to loans can play a crucial role. The qualitative
data revealed how the community-driven nature of the
VSLA increases their responsive capacity in the face of
such shocks. For example, interviewees said that when
such urgent financial needs have arisen, they have been
permitted by the group to take loans even though it
has not been their turn, according to group rules and
regulations. In such scenario, the evaluation respondents
reported having been permitted by the other VSLA
members to take loans, outside of the normal group
procedures. VSLA rules and regulations are generally such
that members rotate to take loans. However, respondents
consistently highlighted that, on an ad-hoc basis,
members agree to bend these rules and accept flexibility
in allocating loans. In addition, as described above, 248
VSLA groups established social funds to support their
members in times of extreme need. In most cases the
funds are available immediately upon request and do not
require repayment, nor any payment of interest.

Impacts for Children
The Tat Lan theory of change assumed that VSLAs would
increase household income and reduce vulnerability to
shocks. When coupled with a range of other interventions,
these were expected to lead to improved household food
and nutrition security. While a number of the other Tat Lan
interventions specifically targeted children, such as the
maternity cash transfer, the assumption that VSLAs could
contribute to improvements for children was not tested.
However, the VSLA evaluation findings point to some
potential areas where VSLAs may have contributed to
improved children’s wellbeing.

the quality and quantity of food, reducing expenditure on
health and education, and migrating for work12. Additional
analysis on changes in household coping strategies would
be required to better understand whether positive changes
had been experienced by children as a result of reduced
or altered coping strategies.
The findings identify impacts in relation to women’s
empowerment, notably increased decision-making
concerning household resources and greater voice
in community structures. The link between women’s
empowerment and outcomes for children are wellknown, particularly in relation to nutrition. Women’s
increased ability to make decision about the allocation of
household time and resources, and increased knowledge
of IYCF practices have the potential to positively impact on
children nutrition and broader wellbeing outcomes.
Finally, the VSLAs have led to a substantial switch in loan
sources from inflexible, high-interest loans, to flexible
low-interest loans. The qualitative data revealed that
this reduced stress placed on the borrowers. There is
evidence to suggest that children in poor households,
and/or with caregivers suffering from stress are more
likely to experience high levels of stress themselves.
There is also evidence that high or frequent exposure to
stress can negatively impact children’s learning and wider
development outcomes)13. In VSLA households where
lower interest and more favourable repayment terms has
led to a significant reduction in stress, it is possible that this
may have led to a more positive and less stressful home
environment for children.

Firstly, VSLA members reported that their participation
in VSLAs resulted in spending more on a larger quantity
and variety of foods, particularly at the time of share-out.
Since 30% of VSLA members were involved in the nutrition
education activities of the project, it is possible that this
spending was in line with the messages they had received
around optimal infant and young child feeding practices.
Further analysis would be necessary to determine whether
these foods were consumed by children, and if so, what
the contribution was to their nutritional needs.
While investment in livelihoods was the primary use of
loans and share-outs, a commonly cited use was for
education, representing an important investment in
children. Further analysis would be required to understand
whether these investments led to increased school
attendance or access to learning materials.
An important impact of the VSLAs on households is
increased resilience to shocks and stresses as a result of
affordable, flexible credit, strengthened livelihoods and
access to social fund grants in times of extreme need.
Often in times of shock, households are forced resort
to coping strategies which, in during particularly difficult
times, can be detrimental to children, such as reducing
18

Mother Chit Village with savings box

Leader – young VSLA chairperson
has doubled group size in one year

Comparison with an alternative
financial service model
When Tat Lan was designed, there was little to no
presence of other financial service providers in Rakhine for
the poor. Given that the financial services market rapidly
expanding in Rakhine, it is important to review the VSLA
model against current alternatives, and consider whether
it remains relevant. This study examines in particular the
Service

services provided by PACT Global Micro-Finance (PGMF),
who has been working since 2016 in eight townships
in Rakhine state, including in Minbya, Myabone and
Kyaupkyu. Table 3 summarises the main savings and loan
products offered.

Min. Amount

Max. Amount

Conditions

Compulsory Saving

1,000MMK/≈0.6 USD

50,000MMK/≈33 USD

1,000MMK compulsory saving
every 14 days at least 25 times
during each loan repayment. 10%
interest earned

General loan – 12 months

50,000MMK/≈33 USD

500,000MMK*/≈330 USD

30% interest rate PA, repayment
in 25 fixed portions in 14 day
intervals

150,000MMK/≈100 USD

500,000MMK/≈330 USD

Special loan

30% interest rate PA, repayment
in 25 fixed portions in 14 day
intervals, official supporting
documentation required

Table 3: Financial services provided by PGMF in rural Rakhine
*first year customers max. 300,000MMK, second year 450,000MMK and third year 500,000MMK
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There are some important differences to note between
PGMF and VSLA in terms of conditions:
Coverage: At the time of the evaluation, PGMF was
working in 75 villages, serving about 7,900 customers/105
per village. This is about 2.5 times higher than the average
38 members per villages of Tat Lan VSLAs. However it
seems likely that the VSKA model is better placed to reach
more remote locations. PGMF staff travel to villages daily
from Township offices, but do not staying overnight due
to the risks associated with carrying cash. Since VSLAs
handle cash themselves, Village Agents or implementing
staff do not have the same mobility restrictions.
Furthermore, the fact that VSLAs become self-managing
after the first cycle, and can replicate organically, they
are not hampered by infrastructure requirements nor
administrative costs in associated with location.
Saving conditions: The savings amounts set by PGMF
are both fixed and compulsory. Arguably, compulsory
contributions are not savings, but a form of cash-based
collateral for the loan. While VSLA members are also
expected to buy shares, the important difference is that
the group itself decides how much members must save,
and how the amounts saved will be used.
Interest on savings: If a VSLA members saves 25,000MMK
(≈17 USD), s/he would earn 5,500MMK (≈4 USD) interest
by the end of the year with a rate of 22%, which is twice
as much as PGMF clients with a 10% return. However, if
each VSLA share is priced lower, at 500MMK (≈0.3 USD),
then the minimum saving per year would be 12,000MMK
(≈8 USD), earning 2,640MMK (≈1.8 USD) interest. In
comparison, PGMF clients must save the minimum of
1,000MMK (≈0.7 USD) twice a month. Therefore over the
course of the year, PGMF clients would save more of their
own money than VSLA members, but their interest on
those savings would be lower (earning 2,400MMK (≈1.6
USD) by the end of the cycle.
Loan repayment schedule: PGMF requires repayment of
loans in 25 portions fixed in 14 day intervals. PACT/PGMF
offers one loan period of one year. The VSLAs provide the
members the flexibility to repay their loans in whatever
amounts they wish at each loan meeting, as long the total
loan is repaid within the agreed period of 12 weeks.
Interest on loans: The minimum loan from Pact is
50,000MMK, which with 30% interest rate would have
a repayment amount of 65,000MMK (≈43 USD). This
is repaid in 25 instalments. With an average loan size
of 306,730 (≈205 USD), a casual worker would pay
31,200MMK (≈21 USD) monthly, which is 39% of their
monthly income (estimated at 80,300 MMK (≈54 USD)
for casual labourers). In the case of VSLAs the repayment
conditions are set by the group. With a maximum 5%
and a minimum 2.5% interest rate, the repayment of
the loan plus interest would be around 375-750MMK
(≈0.3 – 1 USD) per month. If a VSLA member takes a loan
of 300,000MMK (≈200 USD), she would pay 22,50045,000MMK (≈15 – 30 USD) in interest over a three month
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period. The main difference between the VSLAs and PGMF
is that interest is paid back to VSLA members during share
out, whereas PGMF retains interest. It is also worth noting
that given the fixed repayment schedule, there is no way
to reduce the interest amount. VSLA clients by contrast
can reduce the total interest payment with each loan
repayment, since interest is not fixed but based on the
total outstanding amount.
Loan sizes: The minimum loan amount with PGMF
is 50,000MMK (≈33 USD). The VSLAs deliberately do
not have a minimum loan size, so as to encourage
households to only borrow within their means. At the
same time, the average maximum loan amount from
VSLA was reported 1,300,000MMK (≈867 USD), which
is also significantly higher than what Pact maximum
of 500,000MMK (≈333 USD). Therefore it appears that
VSLAs are more flexible in their loan sizes, which can
accommodate a wider variety of client needs.
Social funds: PGMF also provides social value to the
communities by providing financial aid. They provide a
minimum 30,000MMK and maximum 100,000MMK to its
members to facilitate access to maternal medical
care during delivery, and to other medical emergencies.
A lump sum of 100,000MMK (≈67 USD) is given as support
in case of a death of a family member. The conditions
and the granting decisions lie with PGMF. In comparison,
the average size of social funds per VSLA was reported
at 135,000MMK (≈90 USD), so the amount available per
member could be comparable to that of Pact, depending
on how many members wish to draw on it. The use of
these funds is decided by the group and is flexible based
on need.
Overall, it would seem that saving through VSLAs
provide better value for money and more flexibility
enabling smaller savings specifically among the poorest
households, compared to saving with PGMF. At the same
time, loans carry less risk due to flexible loan amounts,
terms and conditions. While both models have social
funds, those of PGMF are appear to be higher in value,
while those of the VSLAs are more flexible and responsive
to community and individual needs. Products like those
offered by PGMF may become more appropriate for
households once their incomes and financial security
increase, when they could be guaranteed availability of
larger loan amounts and are at less risk of defaulting on
repayments. Therefore, graduation into products such as
these could be a long-term aspiration for successful VSLA
group members.

Village Agents Training

Conclusions: Appropriateness
& Effectiveness of the Model
1. VSLAs have become a key source of credit in the
communities, replacing other higher-interest loans,
and therefore reducing debt and increasing household
and community agency over their own finances.
2. Performance of Tat Lan supported VSLAs is
comparable to global best practice indicators,
particularly in terms of group discipline, loan fund
utilization and proportion of returns on savings.
Strong group discipline has been a critical factor in the
model’s success, enabling VSLAs to grow the number
of households reached and the fund pool available.
3. VSLAs have had significant positive impact on
financial behaviours, promoting saving, monitoring
and prioritisation of household spending and 			
borrowing.
4. There is some evidence to suggest that the VLSAs are
making positive contributions to household income,
food security, resilience and child wellbeing, though
further exploration would be required to determine
extent.

6. Sustainability indicators are below global averages,
likely linked to migration; a key challenge in the
Rakhine context.
7. VSLAs have set up and used social funds, resulting in
various positive impacts on community development,
and contributing to acceptance of the model.
8. VSLAs have contributed to certain aspects of women’s
economic empowerment.
9. The VSLA model represents better value for money,
lower risk, and greater responsiveness to the needs
of the poorest households than an alternative available
savings and credit options.
10. While too soon to judge its long-term feasibility,
the village agent model appears to be a promising and
cost-effective approach for ensuring sustainability
once a project is ending.

5. Households have predominantly used savings
and loans from VSLAs to invest in livelihoods and
their children’s education, both of which contribute
to future household wellbeing.
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Recommendations: Lessons for
the financial inclusion sector
1. Adapt the VSLA model to the context. Considerations
such as cultural financial norms (regarding saving,
borrowing, offering donations, etc), gender norms,
livelihood strategies, migration patterns, and
vulnerability to shocks will all influence the attitudes
and practices of groups members. The guidance
and materials provided to the groups must therefore
be mindful of these contextual considerations. The
flexibility of the model to adapt to its context is one
of its key strengths.
2. Invest heavily in building the capacity of VSLAs
during their first cycle. This is essential to ensure a
high level of adherence to group rules and regulations,
which is a key predictor of group sustainability
3. Offer clients training in financial literacy alongside
the VSLAs.This can contribute to wider improvements
in household financial practices, such as prioritization
of expenditures, budgeting, and responsible 			
borrowing.
4. Encourage and support VSLAs to develop social
funds. These funds can deliver proven benefits
of protecting individuals from shocks, and building
community acceptance. These must be kept and
managed separately from the main group fund.
5. Embed VSLAs as part of a broader approach
to increasing women’s economic and social
empowerment. This should include increased
access to appropriate livelihood options; 			
to social protection; and to social behavior change
communication.
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6. Strengthen the potential for VSLAs to have positive
outcomes for children. VSLAs should be accompanied
by complementary interventions that encourage
investments in specific areas of child wellbeing
including nutrition, learning positive parenting. Such
impacts should be monitored from the outset. Save
the Children in particular should invest in evidence to
better guide the design of VSLAs to maximize their
impact on children.
7. Explore VSLA models suitable for contexts of
migration. Frequent migration can sometimes be an
indicator of stressed livelihood strategies. Households
who migrate may be most at need of affordable
flexible finance, but risk being excluded from the
standard VSLA model due to an inability to attend
regular meetings. The use of mobile phones,
nominating a friend or family member representative
or establishing seasonal VSLAs may be options to
explore for these households.
8. Evaluate the VLSA model alongside alternative to
financial services. The relevance and benefits of
VSLAs to the poorest and most deprived households
must be considered in the broader context of the
financial inclusion market. Explore the feasibility of
supporting high-performing VSLA members to
graduate into MFIs or other formal financial service
providers once their incomes, financial security and 		
financial management skills increase.
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