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exeCuTIve summAry
CHF International’s (CHF) Asset Building Group methodology is an approach to rapid economic recovery and 

development that has become increasingly integrated into CHF’s East Africa portfolio. Developed by CHF’s 

Economic Development Unit and the Office of Humanitarian Assistance as an approach for group based eco-

nomic development in both a local livelihoods and disaster assistance and relief contexts, the Asset Building 

Group (ABG) methodology provides a group of households with a productive asset as a means of stabilizing 

incomes and providing a basis for income generation and future growth.

This assessment, conducted in September through November of 2011, was designed to study the functional-

ity, performance, and sustainability of ABGs in seven completed CHF programs in Ethiopia and South Sudan in 

order to understand the effectiveness of the ABG methodology and its impact on and relevance to the variety 

of circumstances in which it is used. Finally, the assessment also recommends changes that could be made to 

achieve even greater impacts. 

The assessment was a two-stage process consisting of an initial quantitative field survey of all ABGs that 

could be found, both active and inactive, followed by a qualitative study based on focus groups and rapid field 

assessment tools. The survey teams in Ethiopia were able to identify and survey 222 ABGs while the survey 

teams in South Sudan were able to survey 51 (94 percent) of 54 ABGs. 

The current functionality of ABGs in Ethiopia and South Sudan is high, at over 40 percent. This rate is much 

higher than would be expected for private-sector investment in new businesses (generally estimated at no 

more than 10 percent after five years). Many of these groups are grounded in the accumulated savings and 

credit component of the methodology, where members contribute a portion of their profits to a central savings 

bank (whether a formal savings institution or a physical ‘bank,’ which is kept by the treasurer with locks dis-

tributed to group members.) This activity was often found to be the dominant activity for more than 60 percent 
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of groups and therefore speaks to its effectiveness for eliciting sustained savings behavior. If the accumulated 

savings and credit component is removed from the analysis, the rate of group functionality drops to 37 per-

cent, which is still as good as or better than private-sector experience. 

The overall impact of the ABGs on livelihoods varies. In the majority of cases, the ABG provided an additional 

source of income to member households and contributed to their increased resilience, but participating in 

an ABG did not appear to reduce levels of poverty significantly. Nevertheless, where the ABG represented the 

main source of income for a household, there was a more substantial impact and a clear reduction in poverty 

levels. The inclusion of the accumulated savings and credit approach within the ABG methodology, while not 

essential, was shown to strengthen ABGs and provide additional benefits, including cohesion and insurance. 

Where income levels are high enough, the accumulated savings and lending component provided access to 

finance for reinvestment. 

The ABG methodology was considered transformational in cases where the provision of a productive asset 

(such as a grinding wheel or a pottery shed and tools) removed a key constraint to livelihood development. 

Where the asset simply provided an additional source of income, the impact appeared to be merely beneficial. 

In both cases, however, the provision of assets to groups rather than to individuals resulted in wider impact, 

and group members suggested that it also contributed to greater motivation and sustainability. 

Overall, it was evident that the ABG methodology utilizes resources in a way that is beneficial to communities 

and under specific circumstances, and can be transformational for the group members. While the methodol-

ogy itself can be refined, the challenge for the future is to identify the external circumstances that contribute 

to the transformational impacts. If successful, the ABG methodology could be selectively applied to make 

significant contributions to both CHF’s long-term economic development programming and in the context of 

post-disaster and recovery interventions. 

BACKGrOund
Asset Building Groups have been an established part of CHF programming since first piloted in Ethiopia’s 

SNNP region, in 2006. As a methodology and strategy for stabilizing and enhancing local livelihoods through 

group asset management, it has been evolving steadily and has been used in a total of nine CHF programs, 

seven of which were included in this assessment.1,2 As a targeted, institutional methodology for local eco-

nomic strengthening its overall success had yet to be assessed. In July 2011, a collaborative effort to study the 

implementation and results of this methodology was commissioned by CHF’s Office of Humanitarian Assis-

tance (OHA), the primary champion of the methodology, and CHF’s EMIRGE cooperative development pro-

gram, which has the objective of studying early-stage group approaches to addressing rural poverty.3 

The Asset Building Group (ABG) assessment was developed by former CHF Office of Humanitarian Assistance 

Technical Officer, Meredith Sisa; former CHF EMIRGE Program Director, Christopher Brown; Technical Offi-

cer, Kristin Wilcox; and Technical Consultant, George Gray. It was conducted between September and Novem-

1 For completed and ongoing CHF International ABG programming, see Annex 2

2 Two of the original 9 programs were awarded additional scale up awards, for a total of 12 awards. 

3 Enabling Market Integration through Rural Group Empowerment, USAID Cooperative Development Program
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ber 2011 by Office of International Operations, Technical Officer, Kristin Wilcox; George Gray and the Ethiopian 

survey firm Agrideveth, with critical assistance provided by the CHF’s teams in Ethiopia and South Sudan. 

leArnInG OBjeCTIves
The goal of the ABG assessment was to understand the functionality of the asset building groups in seven 

completed CHF programs in Ethiopia and South Sudan, their common characteristics and how they have 

evolved over time. The assessment looked at the sustainability and profitability of group activities as a mecha-

nism for asset/economic development, and considered aspects of group formation and organization, including 

the ways groups achieve cohesion over time and the critical elements that cohesion requires. 

The main objectives of the study were to: 

1. gauge activity and self-sustainability of Asset Building Groups;

2. assess the impact of ABG membership in terms of savings, access to finance, assets and income;

3. define a spectrum of functionality of ABGs, ranging from “no impact/disbanded” to “highly functioning 

and impactful” pertaining to the benefits experienced by households;

4. determine the presence and significance of other economic or social benefits;

5. draw lessons for consideration and propose strategic and contextual recommendations for the methodology.

The ABG methodology applied in the South Sudan context was adapted from the Ethiopia model to create sus-

tainable livelihood opportunities for internally displaced peoples and South Sudanese returning from refugee 

camps in Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda who face a severe lack of development opportunities in communities 

often destroyed by civil war.

sCOpe And lImITATIOns
The ABG assessment and survey were developed by considering the key topics that would provide greater 

clarity on the substantive development issues addressed by the ABG methodology. This document does not 

consider every aspect of the methodology or its implementation. A key limitation of the assessment is that 

the methodology has evolved as it has been implemented in various contexts, so direct comparisons between 

different countries/regions are not always possible. At times, analysis is further confounded by differences 

among communities and their circumstances.

In considering the results and the recommendations of this report it is important to consider that this assess-

ment was commissioned purely examine the effectiveness and sustainability of the methodology used to form 

and facilitate group asset management and growth. This is not an assessment of programming implementa-

tion or program quality; and though there are factors which will overlap with methodological implementation, 

this assessment is not an indication of how a program was implemented and does not attempt to address the 

unique circumstances and constraints relevant to each of the seven CHF programs that used ABG as core 

methodology. Nevertheless, where possible, the study has attempted to explain particular outcomes should 

they appear unfairly biased due to particular circumstances.
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It is expected that the lessons learned and recommendations resulting from this 

study can be applied to help strengthen the overall methodology being used to imple-

ment the growing number Household ABGs in CHF programming.

AsseT BuIldInG GrOup meTHOdOlOGy
The Asset Building Group strategy was piloted in Ethiopia’s Guragie Livelihoods and 

Agricultural Development (GLAD) program initiated in 2004 and included inputs of ap-

proximately USD 10.00 per household. In the first year of implementation, the GLAD 

program piloted groups linked by common assets and, by 2006, CHF Ethiopia was 

actively using the Asset Building Groups strategy throughout its portfolio. After sev-

eral years of operationalizing the ABG methodology, the “Asset Building Group Field 

Manual” was developed in 2009 by members of CHF’s Economic Development Unit, 

Office of Humanitarian Assistance and Technical Consultant, Judith Sanford. The ABG 

Field Manual captured the strategy and the lessons learned as the ABG methodology 

advanced over time. 

CHF’s ABG methodology facilitates the formation of groups which are bound together 

for the purpose of building common productive asset(s). Those assets could be a com-

mon asset managed collectively by households or a set of assets owned by the group 

but managed at the household level. Participants are selected by community members 

and leaders and are the participants are trained in group management skills, finan-

cial literacy, conflict resolution, savings and lending, and business skills. In recent 

iterations, groups designate market linkage officers who receive additional training in 

understanding local markets, transportation costs, availability and prices of necessary 

inputs, and product marketing. As such, these groups are envisioned as self-sustaining 

and growth-oriented business entities trained to work together to grow their individual 

or common assets and reinvest as a group. 

ABGs can take two forms: household asset building groups and community asset build-

ing groups. As defined by the Field Manual: 

 / HOuseHOld AsseT BuIldInG GrOups focus on the development of produc-

tive assets at the household level. Group members work together on a common 

business venture to benefit from collective productive capacity, bargaining power, 

and an improved ability to save. 

 / COmmunITy AsseT BuIldInG GrOups are formed to benefit from and sup-

port the construction and management of community assets such as water points.4

Both forms are designed to be self-sustaining livelihood growth mechanisms that 

simultaneously serve as entry points for other training activities, such as water, sanita-

tion and hygiene trainings in Ethiopia and gender based violence abatement trainings in 

South Sudan. 

4 “Asset Building Group Field Manual,” CHF International. 2009. Pg. 3.
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This assessment only reviewed household asset building groups that comprised the majority (98 percent) of 

the ABGs established under CHF programming. The assessment methodology was designed to be appropriate 

to this category of ABG, which was of sufficient volume to generate representative results. This was not pos-

sible for the community asset building groups, considering that only a small number of them were formed.

History of ABGs in CHF programming

CHF International currently has two programs under implementation which incorporate ABGs within its 

methodology and have seven programs completed prior to the initiation of this study (six in Ethiopia and one 

in South Sudan). The initial program in Ethiopia, GLAD, began implementing economic activities in a group 

setting in May of 2004. This was quickly followed in December of 2004 by the four-year, USAID-funded Gener-

ating Employment and Building Independence (GEBI) livelihoods program. Such quick succession allowed the 

application of lessons learned and the development of a more broadly applied strategy for income generation. 

The remaining eight CHF programs which have since incorporated the ABG methodology have been funded 

by the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA). As a strategy, the ABG methodology was employed due 

to its capacity to undertake rapid economic livelihood recovery and develop income generating activities in a 

group setting. The strategy posits that a group setting provides a platform for sustainable livelihood economic 

activities leveraging cooperative behavior and diffusing risk amongst multiple beneficiaries. Such methodolo-

gies are also incorporated easily into development programs with multiple interventions and project life cycles 

ranging between seven and 12 months (i.e. disaster response and recovery). Review of this theory was a key 

element of this assessment.

The activities of ABGs in Ethiopia were designed according to the relief intervention the program was designed 

to address. The ABG groups in the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Region (SNNPR) were, for 

the most part, built on activities and skills already found within chronically impoverished communities. The 

programs looked at the value chains in the community and worked to build capacity and identify constraints 

within the value chain to strengthen producers at the household level. In the Somali region, the ABGs target 

populations with acute poverty and lack of livelihood opportunities within areas affected by long term, severe 

drought. These Asset Building Groups are focused primarily on irrigation and agricultural activities, water 

transport and petty trade to generate income in former pastoralist areas. 
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Field methods, structure and Audience

The ABG assessment consisted of the following major steps: 

 / development of a conceptual framework for the assessment;

 / quantitative field survey of all ABGs formed since 2004 and preliminary focus groups;

 / development of qualitative study with members of the Knowledge and Monitoring and Evaluation, 

Office of Humanitarian Assistance, Business Development and Economic Development teams;

 / qualitative field survey including focus groups, key informant interviews, proportional piling methods; 

 / analysis of results.

The Assessment considered the objectives, and to maximize the available personnel, divided Phase I into 

Stage 1: Quantitative Survey and Stage 2: Qualitative Data Gathering. The information gathered in Stage 1 & 2 

is as follows: 

stage 1

Stage 1 of the Asset Building Group assessment was conducted over a 4 week period during September 

2011. The Assessment team consisted of Project Manager Kristin Wilcox and Team Leader George Gray. The 

Ethiopian team consisted of 14 enumerators led by Gebremeskel Dessalegn of Agrideveth Consulting; and 

five current and former CHF staff members who had participated in the original facilitation of the ABGs, and 

thus knew the locations and contact points. Legacy information was provided by CHF Deputy Director and 

former Program Manager, Sintayehu Manaye. The South Sudan team consisted of four current CHF program 

staff with critical insight provided by former Regional Director, Erol Yayboke. The survey considered the basic 

characteristics of each ABG, regardless of the current level of functionality, and went through the experience 

of each group. The survey can be found in ANNEX 1. 

The ABG Assessment survey covered seven key topics:

I. Basic information on group members and household information

II. Group Status

III. Savings and Lending Activities

IV. ABG Activities

V. Impacts

VI. Group Capacity Building

VII. Information on Disbanded Groups

stage 2

Stage 2 of assessment was planned during a retreat at CHF International headquarters following the comple-

tion of the Stage 1 survey. Members of the International Operations, Office of Humanitarian Assistance and 

the Knowledge and Monitoring and Evaluation teams considered the results of the Stage 1 survey data and the 

results of the preliminary focus groups and decided on a course of questions to guide the focus groups during 

their implementation in South Sudan and Ethiopia. 
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The Stage 2 design retreat considered the results of the survey and worked to reflect broadly on the kinds of 

ABGs which emerged from the data. Findings from Stage I were considered to develop a comprehensive guide 

to facilitate focus groups. These findings helped classify the ABGs into six groups, as follows: 

Type OF GrOup GrOup desCrIpTIOn

Disbanded Groups that have no activity do not save as a group and do not meet, 

even for social reasons.

Active, No Economic Activity Groups that meet for social reasons or reasons associated with other 

assets (i.e. discussing best care for livestock) but do not have econom-

ic activities related to CHF provided/brokered assets.

Active, Only Savings and Credit Groups that continue to meet to save and lend but have abandoned 

their joint economic activities.

Active, Individual Asset Management Groups that continue to meet regularly but do not have any joint eco-

nomic activity. These individuals continue to utilize the CHF provided/

brokered assets or those assets derived from CHF activities.

Active Group Management,  

No Reinvestment

Groups that meet regularly and continue to have joint economic activi-

ties and in some cases, joint savings and credit activities – however, 

there is no active reinvestment or business plan to expand the busi-

ness or new activities.

Active Group Management,  

Active Reinvestment

These groups meet regularly, save regularly and have joint economic 

activity. They have a group vision and have taken steps to invest in 

that vision.

By separating the survey results into outcome-based experiences, the team could then speculate about what 

types of information or nuances could be explored by looking into these ABG and individual experiences and 

then pose potential questions. Though it would not be possible to recreate these categories of respondents in 

the field due to the time and manpower it would take to divide the participants at each focus group location, 

the Stage 2 focus group implementers used the questions put forward as the basis for the focus group discus-

sions and explored the experiences of the group members from this perspective.5 

5 The focus groups were conducted by George Gray and Kristin Wilcox with assistance in Ethiopia by Mr. Gebremeskel Dessalegn of 

Agridev Consulting and Mesfin Terefe of CHF International, Ethiopia, and translation and facilitation provided by former CHF staff in 

SNNPR (Yohannes Wocreso, Abraham Gizaw, Meseleche Denag, Solomon Tibebu), current CHF staff in Gode, Somali Province, Abukar 

Haji Ali and current CHF program staff in South Sudan including David Kenyi, and Data Moses.
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sTAGe 1: survey AssessmenT
statistical results 

The Stage 1 survey was designed to understand the range of functionality of each Asset Building Group estab-

lished under CHF programming. Given that the ABG methodology was evolving over time, the survey focused 

on ABG experiences as a group and on key themes to elicit information on group cohesion and household im-

pacts in accordance with the assessment objectives laid out above. The survey was uniform across every ABG 

but the results were dramatically different. To provide better clarity on the context, this report is broken down 

by country and presents statistics on:

 / Trends across ABG functionality

 / Trends across ABG Activities and Assets

 / Trends across Savings and Credit

The survey teams in Ethiopia were able to identify and 

survey 222 of the original Asset Building Groups, while the 

survey teams in South Sudan were able to survey 51 of the 

54 ABGs (94 percent) established since programming began 

in mid-2009.6

ethiopia

CHF Programming in Ethiopia falls within two very different 

Ethiopian States, the Southern Nations, Nationalities and People 

Region (SNNPR) and the Somali Region. In Ethiopia, CHF imple-

mented six programs that contain ABGs as part of the strategic 

livelihoods recovery and economic strengthening components. 

Overall, the survey was implemented in more than 126 villages 

across Ethiopia and included 720 participants. Surveys were ad-

ministered by teams of professional enumerators who spoke with 

three members of each group, generally members of the ABG 

management ‘board’. 

The ABGs identified in Ethiopia were formed in the years shown:

When asked about their relationship prior to the CHF program-

ming, the majority of participants in SNNPR indicated that they 

were acquaintances (defined in the survey as ‘neighbors or fellow 

villagers’ but not friends or family). By contrast, in Gode Woreda, Somali region, an area characterized by 

former pastoralists who have become settled within the past few years, participants rarely had any prior rela-

6 Accurate reporting of the exact number of ABGs was not available from field M&E documents going back to 2004, however, the As-

sessment team made every effort to include original community mobilizers and former CHF program staff in the Stage 1 enumera-

tion effort. The Assessment team and CHF Ethiopia team were confident that more than 90 percent of the original set of ABGs across 

programs in SNNPR had been reached. ABG data for Somali and South Sudan was accurate.

yeAr esT. Frequency %

2004 9 4.1

2005 51 23

2006 60 27

2007 48 21.6

2008 4 1.8

2009 40 18

2010 10 4.5

Total 222 100
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tionship at all. It had been anticipated that most groups would include members with family ties. This was in 

fact rarely the case, withpottery being a notable exception.

Group Activities

Of the 222 ABGs surveyed in Ethiopia, 169 groups reported be-

ing “active” on some level (76 percent.) Of that 76 percent, 101 

groups (60 percent) reported that the ABG activity was their 

number one activity (“ABG activities (e.g., joint production, 

sales)”) while 65 groups (38 percent) reported that the savings 

and credit group was their primary activity. Overall, 45 percent of 

identified groups had continued to work at the economic activity 

for which they were set up. Of those groups who reported that 

their number one group activity was the “ABG activities (e.g., 

joint production, sales)”, the most common ABG activity was 

irrigation. The most common activity which had ‘changed’ was 

poultry. Indeed, upon further investigation in Stage 2, it was ap-

parent that poultry did not have acceptable longevity, most birds having died either of disease or avian flu and 

therefore poultry did not serve as a viable livelihood activity. Many individuals sold their poultry, keeping only 

one or two healthy birds for eggs and purchased a sheep or a goat to increase their household income. 

ABG activities were not implemented in uniform numbers across Ethiopia. During the earliest programs, ac-

tivities were most often assigned to groups by the Woreda officials, although some effort was made to ensure 

that people were building on skills that already existed within the communities. In later iterations of ABG 

programming, participants selected their activities based on previous experience and CHF found that these 

activities had viable markets in the local areas. Some of these groups, such as the pottery ABGs, have been 

highly successful. 

savings and Credit

Accumulated savings and credit schemes were integrated into the asset building group programming 

throughout the Ethiopia portfolio. Of the 169 Ethiopian groups who reported being ‘active’ in some capacity,  

mOsT COmmOn FunCTIOnAl 

 ABG ACTIvITy In eTHIOpIA

Irrigation 44 26%

Sheep and goat 

rearing

41 24%

Apiculture 13 8%

Pottery 11 7%

Sericulture 10 6%
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93 percent indicated that they had an accumulated savings and credit scheme. The average ABG in SNNPR 

collected 16 Birr (just under 1 US Dollar) per meeting while the average ABG in Somali Region collected 

42 Birr (~ $2.45) per meeting. The average savings amount was 3,947 Birr in SNNPR and 10,733 Birr in the 

Somali region (see chart below). The variance in figures is in part due to the fact that groups, on average, 

are much larger in the Somali region, with approximately 25 members and occasionally up to 50 members, 

compared to 10—12 member groups in SNNPR. However, when savings rates are compared across the two 

Ethiopian regions, for the average group in the Somali region to 

attain savings of $639.31 at an average savings rate of $2.49 per 

person, the total could be obtained by savings just once a month 

for 10 months. In comparison, an ABG of 12 members in SN-

NPR, making a contribution of $0.94 once a month would need 

more than 20 months to reach their average savings of $231.71. 

The Somali ABGs, on average, displayed a higher aptitude for 

the ABG methodology, including cooperation and savings and 

lending despite indicating to the assessment team that they had 

no experience or exposure to such trainings or behaviors prior 

to the introduction of the ABG methodology. 

Of the ABGs with an accumulated savings and credit scheme in 

SNNPR, 47 percent have a bank account in a local microfinance 

association administered by the Woreda or an NGO, or within 

the formal banking sector. Currently, there are no microfinance 

institutions operating in Somali Region, so accumulated sav-

ings and credit groups there keep their savings locked in savings 

boxes, with keys held by separate members.

One hallmark of the accumulating savings and credit schemes is 

that they stand on their own. This mean that if the asset build-

ing group did not function, the savings and credit activities could 

continue as long as people were willing to regularly contribute. 

With more than 93 percent of ABGs reporting a functioning 

savings and credit scheme, it is apparent that this theory holds 

true, leading the team to believe that savings and credit activi-

ties provide a critical ‘glue’ for the members of the ABG, giving 

people additional incentives to work together.

Credit activities were present in 99 of the 169 groups (61 per-

cent) reporting active savings and credit activities. Groups re-

ported that, on average, 2.9 loans per month were disbursed to 

group members with the highest number of loans being 12. The 

average loan size in Somali region was larger, approximately 

530 Birr (~$31.00), compared to 364 Birr (~$21.00) in SNNPR. 

savings and Credit: 
Investment or Insurance?

The assessment team observed 

that many of the savings and credit 

schemes reported as functional 

were primarily acting as insurance 

mechanisms. With the average ABG 

collecting just a few Birr or South 

Sudanese Pounds and loaning it 

back out without interest, the capital 

served as a consumption smoothing 

mechanism, allowing participants 

to purchase items that were slightly 

more expensive than the average daily 

purchase and yet were expenses that 

could be expected to occur routinely. 

These items included medicines, 

doctor fees, school items (school fees 

are integrated into taxes in Ethiopia) 

and cooking oil. Outside of the Somali 

region, the average accumulated 

savings and loan group was not being 

used as a mechanism to grow a sav-

ings fund for reinvestment into the 

ABG nor were individuals routinely 

taking out loans to grow their produc-

tive asset base at the household level. 

Implementers should focus training 

efforts at a level ‘beyond savings’ to 

cover topics of depreciation and ex-

panding group production to increase 

overall sustainability and also how 

individual loans can help households 

grow and become more resilient. 
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It was evident that regardless of how much an ABG had saved, whether it was just a few Birr or a large sum, 

respondents reported that they had some kind of idea for additional group income generating activities. Yet, 

for the most part, groups did not have enough information or training to develop a business plan amongst 

the members which would allow them to translate their savings and ideas into business activities. In many 

cases, members reported that their asset was not appropriate for group activity and, while the savings and 

credit scheme were valuable, they preferred to grow their assets on their own. Therefore, the savings of the 

group were mainly being used to provide credit opportunities for members rather than for reinvestment into 

the ABG core activity or in planning for a new activity. Those funds that were being loaned were, as reported 

above, usually on the smaller side and used for consumption smoothing. The funds available, while consis-

tently reported as important to the household, were not contributing to the growth of the ABG as a business. 

It is possible that further mentoring and supervision of the ABGs might have resulted in a greater degree of 

reinvestment in group activities in line with original expectations of the methodology. The results of this as-

sessment suggest that such reinvestment does not happen readily of its own accord.

somali region 

Notably, the accumulating savings and credit element of the ABGs in Somali Region contrasted dramati-

cally with those elsewhere in SNNPR. Levels of income derived from the assets provided (generally irrigation 

pumps or shops for petty trade) tended to be much higher than elsewhere and were enough to allow reinvest-

ment in either the original business or additional assets. This was also significant given the initial cultural 

resistance to group based saving. In this region, to overcome such resistance, savings and credit were not 

directly promoted. Instead, contributions were required from group members overtly to cover repairs and 

maintenance of the group asset. When these contributions had accumulated to substantial levels, the idea of 

lending amounts to group members was floated. CHF assisted group members to draft lending procedures 

and conditions, (which were often severe, although the loans themselves were interest free). Over time, al-

most 100 percent repayment performance has led to an acceptance of the savings and credit concept by ABGs 

in the region and has facilitated the purchase of additional assets by group members.

south sudan

South Sudan represents a different perspective on the ABG methodology. CHF has implemented three pro-

grams in South Sudan that utilize the ABG methodology; however, only one had come to completion at the 

time of the assessment. The first program, begun in 2009, was the Supporting Economic Transition by Trans-

forming Livelihoods (SETTLE) program, which was awarded additional funding to further support existing 

ABGs and was therefore included in this assessment. The Women’s Empowerment to Abate Violence and 

Exploitation (WEAVE) project has been granted two additional scale up awards and is currently still under 

implementation. Finally, the Increasing Market Potential for Returnees through Opportunities for Viable Eco-

nomic Development (IMPROVE) program was still in the implementation phase during the assessment period 

and, for the same reason, was not included. The Assessment team focused on ABGs that were fully formed 

and working together for a minimum of six months; resulting in a total of 51 groups assessed. 

CHF ABG participants live in communities comprised of Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs); those who have 

been and continue to be displaced due to internal violence amongst tribes, and returnees; or those who have 

returned to South Sudan from refugee camps located in Kenya, Uganda or Ethiopia (or a combinations of 
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those). While this assessment did not attempt to delve into the history and circumstances of each community, 

the characteristics of these populations should be kept in mind when considering the results of the survey. In 

one such instance, the program was severely interrupted due to extensive ethnic/tribal violence. As a result, 

not only was it difficult for CHF staff to travel in the area, but village residents were also consistently being 

displaced hindering the delivery of group training and cohesion activities. Nearly all of the groups in town 

were classified as “never fully started.”

Group Activities

Of the 51 groups surveyed, 18 (35 percent) considered themselves to be functioning ABGs, 17 (33 percent) 

considered themselves to have ‘stopped ABG activities’ completely and 16 (31 percent) groups formed by CHF 

never fully started. 

Farming was the most frequent ABG activity and remained the most successful activity. People reported that 

income is derived primarily by working in the agriculture sector, often by becoming day laborers. The only 

statistic that differed from Stage 1 to Stage 2 of the assessment was the increase in number of active grind-

ing mills. The team visited two functioning grinding mills in the town of Lobonok and spoke with both groups. 

In Stage 1, the ABG members indicated that the grinding mill ABG had ‘stopped activity’. However, in the six 

weeks which elapsed between Stage 1 and Stage 2, they had used their savings to hire a local engineer to fix 

the mill and the group had resumed working together, bringing the total to 37 percent active ABGs.7 

The Assessment team often experienced 

respondents commenting that the pres-

ence of the team had been a motivating 

factor in the preceding weeks. The team 

did, however, make it very clear upon 

each meeting that the only goal was to 

learn from the respondents’ experiences 

and no project was imminent. While it 

cannot be verified, many groups indi-

cated that they felt enthusiastic about 

the activities again and wanted to reform 

their groups or had reformed their 

groups in some capacity. The concept of 

morale was brought up again and again 

by the respondents as key to keeping an 

ABG functioning. 

7 With the exception of the grinding mill ABG in South Sudan, which was confirmed to be a misunderstanding of the survey question, no 

other survey answers were altered. 

ACTIvITy In  

sOuTH sudAn

FrequenCy 

OF OrIGInAl 

ACTIvITy

FrequenCy  

OF ACTIve  

ACTIvITy

Farming 11 6

Petty Trade 10 4

Grinding Mill 8 2

Fishing 4 4

Goat Rearing 4 3

Soap Making 1 0

Poultry 1 0

Public Latrine 1 0

Didn’t know activity 11 -

Total 51 19
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savings and Credit

In South Sudan, the savings and credit element was introduced as a training course integrated into the larger 

ABG trainings during the start up phase rather than as a more traditional ‘savings group’ component. The 

assessment teams did not encounter similar levels of groups that continued to save despite having withdrawn 

from asset-related activities. However, it was observed that individuals still considered themselves to be part 

of a group if they had at one point contributed to the group. Being linked to group capital, including ABG as-

sets, regardless of whether the group was functioning or not, was very important to members. 

Of those who responded, 58 percent indicated that their primary activity was based upon the central asset 

provided by CHF, while 27 percent indicated that their primary purpose was ‘meeting only’ but only 15 percent 

indicated that their primary activity was ‘savings and lending’. The South Sudanese survey results indicate 

that 69 percent of the groups do not have a savings and credit scheme. Within the 30 percent who answered 

positively, no group had an account either with a microfinance NGO or within the formal banking sector. In-

deed, South Sudan is far from having the ability to offer these services to its citizens. 

Similar to the team’s experience in Ethiopia, the primary function of savings and credit was for the purpose of 

consumption smoothing. Levels of numeracy are low amongst participants, yet every group had a treasurer 

capable of accounting for group funds and groups consistently expressed confidence in their treasurer. Groups 

provided loans to group members, but without the element of a accumulated savings and credit schemes built 

in, rates of lending were low and interest and/or penalties were rarely charged for outstanding credit or late 

payments on the principle. 

Respondents indicated that loans they took out were used for schools fees, food and doctor visits. Similar 

to the ABGs of SNNPR, Ethiopia, savings and credit activities were generally limited to small loans to pay 

for those items that were more expensive than an everyday expenditure; loans were generally not taken for 

larger, income generating schemes. Other examples include the petty trade groups who did use their funds 

to purchase new goods but often found it difficult to afford to rent a tukul, or small enclosure, to be used for 

storing and selling goods, and therefore couldn’t sell during the rainy season. Fishermen from Gemeiza all 

contributed a portion of their earning to the savings group and knew that they had to replace their nets, which 

they estimated had to be replaced on a yearly basis. However, they didn’t know how to forecast how much they 

would have to save to pay for transportation and the cost to replace the nets. The fishermen were also selling 

their fish to a ‘trustworthy businessman’ who then transported the fish to Juba for sale at a higher rate. The 

group did not know what price the salesman was ultimately selling the fish for or what the cost benefit analy-

sis would be to send one of their group to Juba each month to sell their catch. However, all fishermen agreed 

that they were getting a higher price more regularly from their ABG than fishing individually and that it was 

having a positive effect on their household income. These examples highlight how the group approach to asset 

building and savings and credit were easily grasped. On the other hand, a higher level of training and supervi-

sion was necessary to advance groups to a level of sustainability where they could begin investing in additional 

assets or overhead, such as transportation to increase their production or reinvest in their own assets to cover 

routine depreciation. 
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sTAGe 2: FOCus GrOup resulTs
Stage 2 of the ABG Assessment used the focus group approach to contribute to learning objectives #4 (de-

termine the presence and significance of other economic or social benefits) and #5 (draw lessons for consid-

eration and propose strategic and contextual recommendations for the methodology). The assessment team 

used the results of the design retreat as a framework and deconstructed the ABG methodology to guide the 

focus group conversations. The following section takes a critical look at how key elements of the ABG meth-

odology contribute to a sustainable Asset Building Group and highlights the instances where the methodology 

is weak. Stage 2: Focus Group Results is broken down by those key elements and attempts to illustrate how 

those elements can be influenced by the implementers and the members of the group itself. 

significance of Groups

The group, as the cornerstone of the ABG methodology, is worth considering insofar as it helps illuminate 

what advantages the strategic grouping of beneficiaries provides. Undoubtedly, there are advantages to 

development workers, not least of which are: the ease of working with groups as opposed to individuals, the 

usefulness of a group as an effective way of transmitting other information (e.g.,, on health or behavior), and 

the more equitable and representative nature of group support as opposed to supporting individuals. While 

these are often quoted, none are directly relevant to the potential success of the AGB and all can be achieved 

through other means, such as the accumulated savings and credit groups, which are clearly a very powerful 

grouping activity. From an ABG perspective, a group can enhance individual household productivity through 

the following:

BOOsTInG mOrAle: ABG members frequently observed that while they might become tired and de-moti-

vated when working alone, working as a group gave them an added incentive to perform, both when working 

together or when working alone but on behalf of the group. Peer pressure and peer support were some of the 

clearest and most often-stated advantages of being part of a group.
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speCIAlIzATIOn: While specialization is a potentially substantial advantage of a group activity, it was noted 

it only had a small impact probably because, in most cases, group activities represented only a small part of 

a household’s total income. Nevertheless, in some instances one or two group members undertook special 

activities on behalf of the others (e.g.,, goat herding, book keeping, or pump maintenance and such specializa-

tion contributed to the success of the group and signified a level of group organization which was atypical of 

the average group. 

One aspect of specialization facilitated by CHF was the training of a limited number of members (generally 

one or two only) from each group as marketing agents. Group marketing agents were taken to markets in 

Juba and trained in where to buy inputs and where to sell products. Training two members of each group was 

cost effective and a reason for greater success rate of training. However, although group members appreci-

ated the training, in South Sudan, where this element had been introduced, the observed impact of the market 

agent was limited. Groups sometimes found it difficult to obtain the inputs necessary to sustain their ABG. 

sHArInG THe WOrKlOAd: In the petty trade, irrigation, shoat rearing, and grinding mill management, 

group members took turns managing group assets. Where this occurred, group members were obliged to 

contribute one day in every five, which was roughly equivalent to the proportion of household income that they 
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derived from that work (i.e., about 10 to 20 percent). This sharing of the workload allowed households to par-

ticipate in an income stream without being overcommitted to a single source. They were thus able to continue 

with other activities that brought in more income.

sAvInGs/InsurAnCe: Savings as insurance was often observed in the more traditional form of the accu-

mulated savings and credit group, but did also occur where the group simply saved the money earned from the 

group activity without using a formal savings and credit system. The advantage of the group saving lay in the 

insurance that it effectively provided. The money saved could be used to purchase spare parts (e.g., in the event 

of a grinding mill failure), thereby sustaining the group activity, but it was also used in some instances to cover 

emergency expenditure by individual group members. Ideally, this would be done as a loan (although this was 

not always observed to be the case). In this way, the group allowed the accumulation of a significant amount of 

funds and group membership provided a form of insurance to members who could access those funds.

In both Ethiopia and South Sudan, it was clear that memberships in accumulated savings and credit schemes 

were important at the household level for consumption smoothing or, in some cases, individual household in-

vestment, but the savings were rarely making a greater impact in terms of reinvestment into the ABG, making 

it a stronger and more profitable activity. However, whether the savings activity was formalized in an accu-
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mulated savings and credit group activity 

in Ethiopia, or part of a larger training, 

participants, even in disbanded ABGs, in-

dicated that the CHF training had positive-

ly impacted their household. People felt 

they could better manage their household 

funds and were able to save more. 

prOTeCTIOn/sequesTrATIOn OF 

Funds: Protection of funds was ob-

served in the accumulated savings and 

credit activities, but was also seen oc-

casionally in management of funds from 

group activities. Group members — al-

most universally women in this instance 

—indicated that such funds belonged to 

the group, and although members might 

be able to access them, they could not be 

appropriated by outsiders, such as spous-

es. As a result, members placed a higher 

value on earned capital that was higher 

than that of capital earned through other 

channels, as it might be vulnerable to ap-

propriation. In this instance, the value of 

group membership lay in the perception of 

the group as a body that had the power to 

prevent biased intra-household distribu-

tion of funds.

It is also important to note that in some 

areas (especially SNNPR) some group 

members were adamant that grouping 

was unnecessary and indeed detrimen-

tal under some circumstances. Cultural 

conditions within certain communities fa-

vored individual over group activities. ABG 

members in these communities accepted 

that groups were effective for savings 

and credit activities8 and for the discus-

sion of common problems, but would not 

countenance working together, sharing a 

8 For a discussion as to why accumulated savings 

and credit was deemed acceptable see the sec-

tion on Savings and Credit.
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common asset, group purchase of inputs or group sales of production. Focus group responses such as “some 

people are lazy, some don’t work and some don’t even appear” and “quarrel[ling] is inevitable” may reflect the 

level of distrust within these communities and certainly suggest that the concept of an ABG should be intro-

duced with caution and may be inappropriate unless accompanied by intensive supervision and support. 

Group formation process

The process of group formation appears important to the success and sustainability of an ABG through its 

major impact upon the subsequent group dynamics. In most cases, ABG initiatives were undertaken within 

the framework of a targeted humanitarian response. This approach meant first, that assistance was there-

fore provided to those with the greatest need rather than the greatest aptitude to use that assistance, and 

secondly, that the targeting process was subject to the influence and procedures of local authorities. Thus in 

some cases group members were drawn from widely separated communities and were obliged to walk eight 

kilometers or more to access group assets. In many cases in SNNPR and South Sudan, members were not 

well known to each other (although they might commonly be superficially acquainted), which extended the 

time required to develop the trust required for effective ABG cooperation. 

Groups that had been drawn from within a limited community where members already knew each other ap-

peared to stand a greater chance of success than those drawn from disparate areas. This may appear trite, 

but it was in fact not common practice. Equally, in early iterations of the ABG methodology, the process of 

group formation was often not participatory, but rather dictated by local authorities and/or community elders. 

The process of targeting may well require some external intervention, but has been shown to be more posi-

tively received if facilitated by community members themselves— including the beneficiaries— than by reli-

ance upon external authorities who would have no subsequent involvement with the ABGs. The ABG method-

ology, as developed by CHF, recommends that the community itself identify the individuals who would benefit 

most from an ABG and, indeed, the assessment results support this preferred process. When tribal or com-

munity leaders become too heavily involved in selecting group members and even in influencing the leader-

ship board, groups were much less likely to form a cohesive bond and become a sustainable business oriented 

group. This highlights the need for a high level of community sensitization upfront and further underscores 

the importance of managing expectations (see section below.) When an ABG became an object of political 

manipulation, as was the case in several instances not only did the ABG fail but in one particular case became 

the basis for community fracture. To its credit, the CHF team made multiple efforts to work with the commu-

nity and its leaders to retrieve assets and reform the group, but unfortunately they were unsuccessful.  

Group leadership and dynamics

ABG members commonly received training in group formation, group dynamics and the selection of group 

leadership. Almost all members responded very positively to such training. This training contributed to the 

overall sustainability of groups – after the asset and activity itself – as group leadership and dynamics were 

generally considered to account for approximately 70 percent of a group’s success. The training courses 

provided by CHF appear to have been both relevant and effective and, while most groups indicated that the 

training materials had been useful, few felt that additional training was required in this area. It was noted that 

where the group leadership had been externally imposed, the group had swiftly collapsed. 
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Group size varied considerably from six to 40. In most cases, the size of the group was appropriate to the 

activity that was undertaken. Petty trade groups tended to be small, while fishing groups and some irrigation 

groups had 40 to 50 members. The number of members leaving active groups was small; no more than one or 

two and generally for reasons beyond their control. Equally, the number of new members joining groups was 

also small. This seemed to be due to a lack of trust within the existing group of new members. When asked if 

new groups had formed based on observation of ABG activity, members said that the ABG had not been repli-

cated, nor had accumulated savings and credit groups. This was considered by ABG members to be due to the 

unavailability of the necessary training from CHF (as opposed to a lack of interest.)

Group cohesion was enhanced by undertaking profitable activities on the one hand and through the devel-

opment of accumulated savings and credit activities, on the other. It was also particularly strong where 

the group was based around a particular social caste, as was the case for pottery in Ethiopia. The potters 

were considered to be a lower caste than other occupations and were isolated, as a result. This seemed to 

strengthen the potters groups, which were almost unique within SNNPR in the extent to which they would 

work together to acquire inputs and market produce.

It was also noted that under some circumstances groups would remain together for little apparent reason. 

Some groups that had undertaken neither asset-based activities nor savings and credit still remained as de-

fined groups that claimed to meet on a regular basis. The common element in these cases appeared to be the 

existence of a shared potential asset, either provided by CHF, such as non-functional grinding mill, or self-

generated, such as a partially constructed latrine. In such cases, it was the potential for that shared invest-

ment to eventually generate some income (through eventual sale, or perhaps re-engagement with a donor) 

that kept the group together. No member wished to relinquish the possibility of future benefit. 

These observations do call into question the value of ABGs that simply result in meetings without any other 

economic benefit. While it might be claimed that the methodology can thereby promote social interaction, 

exposure to democratic ideals and processes, it is clear that such a benefit can be derived by other much sim-

pler means. Even the presence of an unusable asset was sufficient reason for group cohesion, if it the asset 

had significant value and represented a group investment.

One aspect of group dynamics that may reflect limited training and/or the extent to which beneficiaries had 

become dependent upon donors was the lack of any interaction between neighboring groups, especially those 

who might have been able to become more profitable if they could have agreed to pool their resources. In 

some cases, non-functional grinding mills were stored in adjacent villages for more than a year, although 

parts from each could have been used to build a single working mill. In another, one group was non-functional 

due to a lack of cash, while another in the same village had spare funds that could be lent, but did not know 

what to do with the money. In South Sudan especially, innovative ways to modify the group to receive at least 

some profit out of them were never explored.
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successful Groups

The most successful groups could be characterized as those that:

1. were undertaking a profitable activity, especially one of which they had some previous knowledge;

2. were held together by social forces as well as business interests;

3. had developed a level of trust between members;

4. had sound leadership that was chosen and trusted by members and capable of resolving disputes;

5. came from the same immediate area.

These principles were not always followed and it was clear that where this was the case, ABGs were  

markedly less successful.

selecting Activities

Respondents clearly indicated that selecting the most appropriate asset and economic activity was the most 

important factor affecting the success and sustainability of an ABG. In this regard, it was also evident that 

activities in which groups already had some experience tended to be most successful. Nevertheless, this is 

not an automatic recipe for success – in some cases the inherent susceptibilities of those same activities have 

led communities into destitution. There will always be opportunities for the introduction of novel activities, 

but these must be introduced with extreme caution and after careful assessment. ABG groups’ experience in 

silk production has been a lesson in the impacts of inadequate preparation and, in particular, poor upwards 

market linkages to the broader silk market. 

value of Activities and reinvestment potential

In considering the methodology and its incorporation into CHF programming, the overall concept of the esti-

mated value of the activity to households and a realistic expectation of how much time a participant can put 

forth to obtain that value is critical. The ABG methodology does provide a sustainable means of income with 

opportunities for growth, however, many ABGs were ‘treading water,’ meaning that ABGs were active and con-

sumption smoothing mechanisms were in place, but activities were not truly creating investment, sustainable 

economic growth or resiliency.

snnpr HOuseHOlds are highly diversified and commonly have multiple income streams that comprise 

their overall household income. With low levels of numeracy throughout the population, it was difficult for 

individuals to sum their approximate incomes in a manner that was comparable. To better understand the 

overall impact on Ethiopian household income, the team introduced a proportional piling activity with a subset 

of focus group members in both the SNNP and Somali regions. After each focus group was completed, one 

member of each ABG was selected and participants were given a pile of beans to divide into proportional piles 

to represent all their means of income for each household member. A demonstration pile was highlighted, 

which reminded them to include additional means of income from sources, such as the government safety net 

program, remittances from Addis Ababa or elsewhere, small petty trade side businesses, agriculture, live-

stock, and finally, the CHF ABG activity.9  

9 The ‘PSNP’ or Ethiopia’s ‘Production Safety Net Program’ was not available to Somali residents.
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In SNNPR, CHF facilitated ABG activities rarely contributed 

more than 20 percent of household income and was more 

likely to be around 10 percent.10 It is also important to note that 

despite being the pilot effort of CHF, ABGs and the original 

input per household was as low as USD $10.00. These ABGs 

had been functioning on their own for nearly five years with no 

supervision or additional CHF support. The assumption is that 

if the activity had no value or did not provide enough value for 

the time commitment, participants would have abandoned the 

task. Therefore, even if the ABG was not truly focused on asset 

production or the group had moved to savings and credit only, 

10 percent of additional household income was still important. 

In a substantial percentage of groups, there was potential to 

increase ABG income if there was the capacity to better under-

stand the market or identify key inputs and how to obtain them 

for reinvestment.

sOmAlI reGIOn: In distinct contrast to the original ABGs 

of SNNPR the ABGs in Somali region had dramatically differ-

ent responses to the proportional piling exercise.11 The focus 

groups were conducted primarily with irrigation and agriculture 

ABGs, as they make up the bulk of the ABGs in Somali, but 

also included two shops and one water carrying business in 

the town of Gode. In the case of Somali region, the ABG activ-

ity represented the majority of the income that households 

were bringing in. Households could be characterized as former 

pastoralists who had been farming between two and six years 

(eight was the maximum reported.) Families had individual 

plots of land and CHF had facilitated group formation with 

trainings and provided ABGs (between 25 and 50 people) with 

a small water pump to irrigate their land. Given the severe 

drought in the Somali region over the past 10 years, most 

families had lost or sold what was left of their livestock (camels 

or cattle) and were living near the Wabe Shebelle River to try to 

make a living from agriculture. ABG respondents indicated that, 

formerly, individuals irrigated their lands through a traditional 

10 It was observed that in a focus group setting, participants were hesitant to 

disclose personal information such as income and thus the assumption is 

that there is a downward bias on income.

11 This is true—with the strong exception of the SNNPR pottery groups whose 

activity was over 80 percent of their income but was likely 80 percent of 

their income or more before the introduction of the ABG. The ABG activity 

increased their quality of production and quality of pots. 

Honey producers in ethiopia

As a traditional practice and a valu-

able commodity in Ethiopia, honey 

production was recognized as a profit-

able activity from the inception of ABG 

programming in the country. 

Honey producers reported to the ABG 

Assessment Team that CHF modern 

beehives increased their output and 

dramatically improved the quality of 

their honey, yet the beekeepers were 

reluctant to work together. During 

further discussions, it also became 

clear that honey producers could 

not identify markets for their higher 

quality honey. 

Though there was a strong tradition 

of beekeeping and the beekeepers 

had increased the quality and quan-

tity of their honey, and had savings 

and credit groups, a critical lack of 

knowledge of markets and lack of 

vision on how to produce together led 

to individual production and minimal 

economic impact. 
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mechanism of renting a pump from a pump owner, who maintained and ran the pump.12 Though this was a 

traditional method frequently found within their society, these particular agriculturalists were former pas-

toralists with limited or new relationships with local pump owners. Communities were recently formed and 

therefore bonds were new. ABG members indicated that they would pay the pump owner a fee for irrigation 

purposes, but the pump was often out of fuel or broken and the pump owner did not fix it or compensate them 

for the loss of service. But, as very few individuals could afford a pump of their own, the system continued. 

While undoubtedly a traditional mechanism for facilitating shared irrigation within the region, this relation-

ship could not be considered a functional one in Gode and, for obvious reasons, caused much frustration. The 

introduction of the ABG and a communal pump allowed for the ABG to own and operate their own pump(s), 

while the accumulating savings and credit scheme was used for the maintenance costs.13 In one ABG visited, 

one individual was designated as the pump ‘engineer’ and ran and maintained the pump while the rest of 

the ABG members farmed his plot of land in return. There were several variations on this strategy, which 

positively reinforced the group structure. This, in turn, relates in a broader sense to the strategic priorities 

of the group and where they preferred to invest their members’ time and resources. Where this level of at-

tention to detail emerges also suggests a higher level of group cohesion and sophistication.

12 Referred to as the birgerac system of pump renting.

13 The assessment team was only able to visit Gode Woreda due to extremely poor road conditions and time constraints. Travel outside 

of the Gode was therefore very limited and thus broader generalizations regarding traditional cultural relationships cannot be made.

Irrigated Farming in somali region

A number of ABGs in Somali Region elected to do irrigated farming of food crops, forage and vegetables. 

These groups were among the most active and successful of all those interviewed. They had been sup-

plied with group assets in the form of irrigation pumps and an initial supply of fuel that allowed them to 

avoid the expense of renting pumps. Agriculture was their main household activity and the groups’ irriga-

tion capacity allowed each household to become substantially more profitable.

The review showed that ABG members were actively reinvesting in their ABG and, in some cases, diver-

sifying their own incomes. For example, following CHF’s initial experience with such pumps, the Somali 

government had begun selling similar pumps at a highly subsidized price of 4,500 Birr (~$265.00). Some 

of the ABGs had taken advantage of this subsidy and used their group savings to purchase more pumps. 

In some cases, individual households had also purchased pumps using the extra income generated from 

ABG activities and were sharing their increased irrigation capacity with their immediate neighbors for a 

fee. Other households used their income for expensive life events, such as a wedding or for the purchase 

of assets, such as livestock.

The scheme was not universally successful. Not every pump was functional, and at least one group had 

failed. This was not surprising, given the strongly independent nature of most households in the region. 

(That said, one predominantly female ABG, formed under the SHAPE program, indicated that they were 

very skeptical of the group dynamic, but had been very surprised to see that it worked well. This group 

had increased production and eventually purchased two additional pumps to expand their irrigation ca-

pacity. Nevertheless, overall, the irrigation ABGs in Somali region were a dramatic example of the poten-

tial impact of the ABG methodology under appropriate circumstances
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selecting Assets

Considerable attention should be paid to selecting the right asset. While building on traditional activities is 

critical, especially in OFDA programming where time is limited, the asset that is chosen must have a high 

enough overhead value to be truly considered a communal asset. This key point also requires research into 

not only the type of asset but one that is relevant to the ABG (i.e., not just a generic asset), which requires 

community consultation. Examples of successful asset packages included:

 / pottery sheds, wheels and carts that were tailored to the potters’ needs;

 / grinding mills, sheds, fuel and motor oil in appropriate locations; 

 / pumps in Somali Region, which were carefully chosen for the community where maintenance was incum-

bent on the groups;

 / petty trade or small stores with sustainable structures.

Examples of asset packages which did not work included: 

 / young goats and one-day-old chicks are too fragile to be a reliable income method and were perceived of 

as individual assets rather than a true communal asset; 

 / silk producing groups were given extensive training and a package of assets that relied on an untested and 

ultimately failed value chain; 

 / assets without support package, if ABGs are designed to yield cash only after some months (e.g., barbed 

wire for cassava or medicine for goats).

selecting Beneficiaries

There are three considerations in selecting beneficiaries:

I. TArGeTInG: do all beneficiaries meet the criteria of those targeted to receive assistance?

II. GrOup eFFeCTIveness: are the group members capable of meeting regularly and 

doing the work that is expected of them? 

III. GrOup dynAmICs: can group members work well together?

This assessment found that, in general, beneficiaries were correctly selected. In many cases in Ethiopia, ABG 

members were already part of the Ethiopian Safety Net Program (PSNP); regardless, the team found very 

few instances of inappropriate beneficiary selection. However, that very adherence to principles of targeting 

also led to inefficiencies when it came to group effectiveness. In particular, group members were sometimes 

selected from distant communities, so it was not easy for the members to meet or undertake group work 

activities. Similarly, group members were often only loosely acquainted with each other, so, initially, there was 

a low level of trust, and positive group dynamics took time to develop.

The inefficiencies here were in the external influence of local Ethiopian authorities on the process of benefi-

ciary selection and group formation. It was quite evident that where group members were drawn from within 

a close community, the group dynamic was more effective, activities were more successful and the group was 

more sustainable as a result. While it can undoubtedly be useful to have the assistance of local authorities 
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in the initial targeting of beneficiaries, the evidence suggests that the final process of selection and grouping 

should be a community-driven process. It may be necessary for the program implementer to guide the pro-

cess somewhat, but the composition of groups or direct influence by local authorities should be avoided.

providing Assets

An ABG’s success, while influenced by a variety of factors, many external to the project itself, hinges on the 

cohesiveness of the group and the ability to have a functional asset that that the group is properly trained to 

utilize. The assessment team too often interviewed ABG members who were eager to take part in an exercise 

that was not fully realized before the end of the project. The team made the following observations regarding 

the provision of assets:

 / If assets are provided as a “package,” it is important that they arrive in a properly scheduled way early in 

the program. This allows ABG members to have significant experience with the asset and ask any ques-

tions or express concerns they may have early on, while simultaneously allowing the CHF program staff 

ample time to check back, monitor the use and verify that document packages are complete. ABG mem-

bers must build group cohesion around their asset(s), understand the package as a whole and start form-

ing realistic business ideas that they can talk about, even if business trainings are still in process. As pack-

ages of assets are delivered, CHF and beneficiaries should have a signed MOU stating that they understand 

what they have received and both parties verify that the package is complete. A copy of this document 

should be kept with the chairman or treasurer. Otherwise, they can and do simply wait for the “promised” 

package, many times with conflicting understanding of what they were supposed to receive. One ABG in 

Mangalla, South Sudan, indicated that they were still waiting, one year post project, for a refrigerator and 

generator for a soda selling business. The cost of these assets were far above what could feasibly be allo-

cated per ABG, thus it was obvious that there had been a misunderstanding about what assets their group 

was going to be provided. An MOU signed by both parties would have avoided this type of confusion.

 / Communication with the ABG members regarding the program timeline is important in facilitating a com-

mon understanding of expectations. Beneficiaries must know when staff is arriving and what is expected 

of the ABG when goods are dropped off. Laying out responsibilities is critical to achieving a successful 

relationship and start-up period. Expecting ABG participants to ‘figure out’ elements of the program or 

function of an asset, even if it seems reasonable, is ultimately pointless and often marks the end of the 

ABG exercise in such instances. 

 / Group members trust CHF and CHF must live up to the promises it makes. It was found that petty trade 

goods provided by CHF were past their sell-by date in one case. In another, a grinding mill shelter was 

very poorly constructed in the ‘right of way’ of the main road making that particular area unusable and 

thus the grinding mill was never installed. Public latrine assets, including cement and latrine materials, 

were dropped off but no assistance was provided to insure the ABG had a functioning asset. Monitoring and 

evaluation should have highlighted these issues, but if they were identified, they were never corrected. The 

prevalence of uninstalled assets in one village very visibly demonstrates a lack of commitment to fulfilling 

promises made to groups of individuals. 
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managing expectations

Building on the above, ABG expectations appeared in many cases to exceed CHF’s 

performance. It is not good enough to achieve 90 percent of what was promised – the 

missing 10 percent will not be supplied by the group members even if it seems very 

simple to input or an expression of ‘good will’, instead ABG members will wait for the 

remaining input, even if the program closes. 

Without a doubt, group members can and should contribute substantially but it must 

be agreed at the outset. It is crucial to specify clearly what will be done by whom with 

agreements carefully planned out and expectations being manageable and reasonable. 

The L-SAP program built CHF ‘pump maintenance’ into the agreements with the ABGs 

for the duration of the program and, as a result, the ABG members did not have signifi-

cant investment in the maintenance and upkeep of their own central asset. Despite the 

L-SAP program building in accumulated savings and credit programs designed specifi-

cally for the upkeep of the pump, when the program closed and CHF withdrew, the ABG 

members did not take on the responsibility of maintaining the pump. The following pro-

gram, SHAPE, learned from these misaligned expectations and focused on making sure 

that the ABGs understood the construction and maintenance of the pump and speci-

fied the need for regular upkeep, which was all to be under taken by group members. 

SHAPE ABGs have had a much higher sustained success rate and dramatic economic 

impact on group members’ household incomes. 

saving/depreciation

Focus groups participants continually emphasized the lack of business planning and 

understanding of saving needs to adequately cover depreciation of the asset. In Gemei-

za, South Sudan, the amount needed to buy fishing nets each year was not going to be 

covered by the amount being saved. The fishing ABGs in Gemeiza were the only groups 

out of those interviewed during the assessment that had recruited new members (be-

tween 20 and 30 new members) having seen the intrinsic benefit of economies of scale. 

That being said, they were well aware that their nets were degrading and would have to 

be replaced. They did not know, however, how to project how much they would have to 

save annually to purchase new nets and divide that sum amongst the members when 

savings were collected at ABG meetings. Their case points to the significance of train-

ing in depreciation and educating beneficiaries on the costs involved in replacing their 

assets and how to plan for those costs well in advance. 

The grinding mills did have the ability to cover their costs and between Stage 1 and 

Stage 2. It was observed that one grinding mill had broken down (due to Ugandan grain 

weighted with coins that broke the mill) but had been fixed by Stage 2. The grinding mill 

ABG had the ability to cover both repair and maintenance and also five-year deprecia-

tion with savings. When asked if they would be in business in another five years, they 
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replied they would be in business “for a lifetime.” Though a formal ROSCA or accumulating savings and credit 

scheme had not been introduced into the South Sudanese ABGs, it became apparent that the savings and 

credit associations were not essential to the success of the ABG, though it has been shown in Ethiopia to be an 

integral ‘glue’ in group cohesion. Several of the South Sudanese ABGs, such as this example, illustrated that it 

is possible to have success as a business with basic money management with the critical addition of business 

strategies. Nevertheless, savings and credit schemes would be of benefit in most situations, particularly for 

the level of development of most beneficiary communities in South Sudan.

Commitment: A Two Way street

The Assessment team found that beneficiary commitment was consistently long-term, but more often pre-

dominantly passive than active. Greater participation by group members in establishing businesses and how 

to think about reinvestment might help strengthen active commitment in addition to the aforementioned key 

element of rolling out asset packages at the earliest available opportunity to strengthen group understanding 

of the package of assets. 

There does seem to be more of a commitment on the part of group member than perhaps is assumed, even 

when groups have ceased producing together.  Additionally, a number of groups that had not started or were 

not operating strongly complained of a lack of seriousness by the implementing team stating “If CHF are to 

come again, they must come with full commitment.” In South Sudan, the asset roll out was too delayed and 

there were occasions where assets were not delivered or installed properly. One of the eight milling ABGs did 

attempt to get the group off the ground on their own, but indicated “We took out loans to get the grinding mill 

in place but stopped when we realized that CHF was not serious.”

Beneficiary response

In a number of cases, CHF staff and former staff expressed frustration at the lack of community response. 

Community commitments might be poorly fulfilled or obvious solutions to local problems in ABG establish-

ment might be ignored so that in some cases the assets provided remained unused. This may be due to:

 / poor communication at the outset;

 / lack of understanding/vision amongst group members;

 / over-estimation by CHF of the importance of the activity/asset to group members;

 / limited capacity on the part of CHF to meet commitments (leading to a complementary response from 

group members.)

A methodology that results in a negative response from both parties is clearly inappropriate to the cir-

cumstances. It was observed, however, that in most cases beneficiary response might have been improved 

through more effective communication, especially more time spent interacting with groups. The fact that this 

had not been achieved suggested that CHF had been overstretched in terms of the human resources required 

to provide the necessary supervision and guidance of groups.

Instead of providing ongoing mentoring, CHF had relied upon guidelines that were provided to groups upon 

establishment. Once formed, groups seemed to be rigidly sustained. Groups followed the ABG instructions 
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and ‘guidelines’ to the letter, even to the point of missing opportunities for improvement through inter-group 

collaboration (“we didn’t know we could do that.”) CHF vision (or supervision) could have made a significant 

difference, especially where groups were struggling and needed to think outside the box. 

Importance of Training

The importance of the training emerged as a critical feature of the ABG facilitation process. Business training 

was especially valued. Market agent training, when included in later iterations of the programming, was ap-

preciated, though the impacts of including a market agent were not readily evident. In groups that had ceased 

to function, ABG members indicated that the training had helped them manage their household savings more 

efficiently. Many successful groups also indicated the importance of the group dynamics trainings and the 

facilitation of cooperative behavior. However, when asked to choose between asset and training, the majority 

would prefer the asset. It is important to note that technical training was rarely provided (e.g., grinding mill 

maintenance) and considering the distance to markets to obtain engineering assistance and spare parts, this 

type of training may have had significant impacts on ABGs with large central assets. 

lessOns leArned
Having considered the critical elements of the Asset Building Group methodology, the following section 

combines the results of Stages 1 and 2 and takes a step back to observe how and when the ABG methodology 

is able to have an impact at a level to increase or sustain a household’s resiliency. It also considers when the 

ABG assessment has made very little, if any impact at all. The basis for approaching the methodology in this 

fashion is to provide guidance for the implementers as to when using the ABG methodology as a tool is appro-

priate and when and where implementers may want to consider another approach to livelihood development 

to maximize impact and foster economic growth. This section moves on to reflect more broadly on the impacts 

of the methodology and key lessons for implementers. Finally, this section concludes with an analysis on the 

integration of the ABG methodology in disaster and emergency relief programming; a topic that emerged 
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consistently over the course of the assessment in working groups and within discussions with the field teams. 

These three sections, which comprise “Lessons Learned,” provide the basis for the final summary and recom-

mendations to CHF International, as creators and drivers of the ABG methodology. 

Impacts of the ABG methodology on at the household level

1. deTrImenTAl ImpACTs 

The ABG methodology has the capacity to damage livelihoods and/or development prospects if poorly ap-

plied. This is especially relevant under three sets of conditions:

a. where resources (including time) may be limited so that not all of the services promised by CHF are 

actually provided, programs may not only fail, but trust in the development process and the reputation 

of CHF will be damaged;

b. some communities are suspicious of the group concept, and successful group development takes time. 

Where the group formation process is subject to external influence, group dynamics are often weak, 

leading to both program failure and reinforcing negative perceptions of group activities;

c. where group activities have been poorly researched, especially in terms of market opportunities, group 

members may commit valuable resources (including time) for negligible profit or loss of capital.

2. neuTrAl ImpACTs  

In some cases, (up to 30percent) the ABG methodology had no real impact at all. Groups were formed 

and assets and training were provided, but the assets provided were used up, sold or consumed without 

replacement, and the group members reverted to previous activities. Such groups were not easy to assess. 

Individuals were almost always positive about the training they received and were positive about their expe-

rience however it was evident that groups did not endure longer than the program. This could be due to:

a. unexpected shock : “porcupines ate up all our cassava stock” or “our goats all died of disease;”

b. lack of any real economic opportunity beyond subsistence production;

c. group methodology was not suitable for the particular community.

3. mIldly BeneFICIAl ImpACTs

a. In the majority of cases, ABGs contributed 10—20 percent of household income. While this might ap-

pear to be a significant positive benefit from a development perspective, from an individual household 

perspective, the ABG activity was but one in a portfolio of activities that all required time and labor in-

put and altogether provided the means for growth and survival. The provision of an ABG activity would 

almost certainly have resulted in a shift in labor resources from other activities and therefore would 

not necessarily contribute to increased household income, although it may well have done so. Nev-

ertheless, the ABG activity would contribute toward increased diversification and hence to increased 

reliability of income.

b. Small, almost insignificant benefits resulted from the provision of assets to individuals rather than to 

the group as a whole. This was particularly obvious when shoats or beehives were provided to each 

member of a group. The limited responsibility to the group as a whole appeared to reduce motivation to 

work cooperatively.

c. This assessment did obtain positive responses from a majority of ABG members in terms of increased 

food security and improved capacity for education and healthcare, but this was not always attribut-
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able to an increase in income derived from the assets provided. Many respondents noted that they had 

benefited as individuals from associated training, especially in financial management, and that this had 

impacted their household management.

The results suggest that in the majority of cases, the impacts of successful ABGs are less than they might ap-

pear, although the ABG activities may provide increased reliability of income, improved personal skills and a 

basis for future development under improved economic circumstances.

4. TrAnsFOrmATIOnAl ImpACTs

a. In some cases, ABG activities had resulted in a substantial improvement in the livelihoods of group 

members. In such instances, the ABG activity contributed more than 50 percent of household income 

and was often linked to a market outside the ABG community. Successful examples included irrigated 

vegetable production, pottery and petty trade. In each case, the assets provided represented sub-

stantial investments (in pumps, buildings and start-up capital) that could not have been made by the 

individual group members and the lack of which was an insurmountable constraint to development. 

Such transformational impacts are the ideal results of the ABG methodology, but cannot easily be identified 

at the planning stage. In most cases it would appear that transformational impacts take advantage of existing 

market opportunities. The essential input from CHF was to promote group coherence and to provide train-

ing and most importantly, the investment capital necessary to allow the group to overcome the constraint to 

production (which they had often identified themselves.)

lessons learned

 / The two key characteristics of effective groups were good leadership and the development of trust between 

members. Initial group formation processes and trainings should focus on enhancing these two charac-

teristics within the groups. In particular, training in group dynamics and leadership was widely quoted as 

being critical to the sustainable success of a group.

 / Group formation is a participatory process that should be as far as possible left to the beneficiaries them-

selves. The same goes for the selection of group leadership. The external selection of group members or of 

group leaders was characteristic of failing or disbanded groups. It is also important that groups should not 

be so widely dispersed that members are unable to participate effectively.

 / Group size—There is no ideal number of group members; group size can vary substantially according to the 

activity undertaken. However, groups tended to lean toward smaller sizes citing ease of management and 

the ease of maintaining trust amongst members of small groups.

 / The majority of respondents considered the training in group dynamics, financial management and mar-

keting all to be important. Nevertheless, it was unclear whether this was of benefit to the ABG. Indeed, 

while the training in group formation was of little individual benefit, many respondents specifically noted 

the benefits of other training from an individual rather than from a group perspective.

 / Some ABGs can be relevant within an emergency disaster and relief program time frame and have proven 

to be effective mechanisms for accomplishing multiple development interventions and post disaster and 

relief goals simultaneously. Results indicate that some activities can yield useful results within one year if 
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the correct formula of training, assessing appropriate asset and ABG activities, and maintaining supervi-

sion is reached. Some examples of ABG activities that were successful within a short time frame include: 

• Grinding mill;

• Petty trade;

• Farming (including the use of irrigation pumps in Somali region).

 / Motivation—A repeated theme put forward by group members was the central importance of motivation to 

successful performance. Group members saw such motivation as coming both from group membership 

(especially when group assets and incomes were shared) and from supervision by CHF. Ideally, such moti-

vation will ultimately be entirely self-generated, but until this is the case, even minimal supervision (such 

as brief quarterly visits) was seen to impact performance and should be continued for as long as possible. 

Well-established groups can maintain momentum and continue to function effectively without supervision, 

but ongoing supervision was frequently requested and certainly promotes sustainability. Even the sporadic 

visits of the assessment team had a positive impact on group activities.

 / External factors affecting success—The most important factor affecting the success of an ABG was the 

profitability of the selected activity. This was itself a function of the market, and for rural communities, 

of access to a wider market than their own community. Such access is a prime requirement for moving 

beyond a “kiosk economy” in which a community’s funds are simply circulated among its members, to a 

participation in the broader economy, in which money can be drawn into the community through sales to 

the market. This suggests that the most effective ABG focus should be upon assets and activities that re-

sult in increased market access, including agro-processing, (to higher value, lower volume products,) and 

even transport.

 / Sustainability—Unless the group can generate enough savings to cover the costs of repairs and eventual 

replacement of its assets, an ABG activity cannot be considered sustainable. In those cases, where the as-

sets were working capital, live animals or buildings, this was rarely an issue.14 Nevertheless, where group 

assets required regular replacement, it was evident that some groups lacked the capability to replace as-

sets in a timely fashion. This was partly due to insufficient financial management capacity, but might also 

reflect the low profitability of the activity.

 / Accumulated Savings and Credit Schemes within the  

ABG methodology:

1. Accumulated savings and credit schemes were highly valued by group members, especially by women.

2. It was very evident that where savings and credit schemes were included, the probability of the  

ABG maintaining cohesion increased.

3. Nevertheless, accumulated savings and credit schemes did not result in reinvestment and business 

growth within the ABG. This was only achieved when revenues reached a certain level. Below that level, 

savings and credit schemes operated more as insurance systems to cover unexpected emergency 

expenditures. This was their more common primary function.

14 Although one pottery group faced problems because their workshop, provided by CHF, was poorly constructed and they could not af-

ford to repair the wall that had collapsed after only five years.
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The role of ABGs in short Term development programming

One consistent observation across almost all ABGs was the need expressed by group members for ongoing 

assistance or at least supervision. This was not unexpected, as it is common among most beneficiary groups 

in different development methodologies. Additionally, it was noted that there had been almost no communica-

tion with ABGs as to CHF’s exit strategy (and little planning within CHF management that would allow an exit 

strategy to be communicated.) Instances were reported where:

 / the handover had been rushed, without clarity on responsibilities or there had been no handover;

 / assets were found either damaged or still in original boxes;

 / leaving was too soon after asset delivery so that training in asset commissioning, use and maintenance 

was inadequate.

This might be attributed to the short-term nature of much of the ABG funding, but need not be so. There is a 

definite need for a clear understanding to be established with ABGs of 

 / when CHF would leave;

 / what assistance could be expected in the future;

 / who would be responsible for after program responsibility, O&M, and handover.

Ideally, these aspects of an exit strategy should be defined in an MOU agreed between CHF and each ABG at 

the beginning of the establishment process.

Part of the uncertainty surrounding the process of disengagement relates to the uncertain nature of business 

development itself, especially the fact that while some ABG activities might be considered OFDA appropriate 

in that they were successful and took off rapidly, many clearly needed longer term mentoring if they were to 

achieve significant impact. While at the outset it is difficult to determine which activities will be rapidly suc-
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cessful and which will be sustainable, CHF must continue to focus on robust monitoring and an evaluation 

framework that seeks to identify those activities that have rapid uptake levels to continually inform and refine 

the design of new programs. 

For CHF to commit to form and support ABGs, it should be confident that an entity exists which can provide 

ongoing support for a significant period of time after the completion of the original program. This may be 

well beyond the duration of a program, in which case an alternative agency for ongoing supervision should be 

selected, and trained, if necessary, at the outset (Government/chiefs/church/local NGO – whoever is responsi-

ble, available and respected in the area) and supplied with the resources to provide the necessary supervision 

in the future. If no such agency is available and CHF feels the longevity of the ABGs would be compromised, 

an alternative methodology should be considered. If CHF has an ongoing presence in the area, a means to 

provide support on a minimal fee basis could be developed, such as a business development agency. Whatever 

the approach, it is important that ongoing support be available so that the potential benefits of the ABG meth-

odology can be fully expressed.

summAry: THe ABG meTHOdOlOGy, suCCess Or FAIlure?
One reason for undertaking this assessment was to determine the validity of ABG establishment as a develop-

ment methodology. From this perspective, the following lessons are relevant:

1. The ABG Methodology has shown to be successful where the provision of an asset to a group removed a key 

constraint to livelihood development. Where the asset simply provided an additional source of income, the 

impact appeared to be merely beneficial. In both cases, however, the provision of assets to groups rather 

than to individuals resulted in wider impact and group members suggested that it also contributed to 

greater motivation and sustainability.

2. ABGs provide an effective way of grouping beneficiaries so that other development messages can be  

efficiently communicated. 

3. The survival rate of ABGs is very high—much higher than would be expected for private sector investment 

in new businesses (generally estimated at no more than 10 percent after five years). Much of this must be 

ascribed to the accumulated savings and credit component of the methodology, which was the dominant 

activity for more than 60 percent of groups.

4. If the accumulated savings and credit association component is removed from the analysis, the survival 

rate of ABG activities as the dominant raison d’etre of groups is lower, but still as good as or better than 

private sector experience. Nevertheless, given the restrictions15 that existed in SNNPR and South Sudan, 

it is evident that the ABG methodology is both robust and results in the development of sustainable groups 

with a greater than average survival rate.

5. The impact of the ABGs on livelihoods can be variable. In the majority of cases, the ABG provided an ad-

ditional source of income to member households and as such contributed to their increased resilience, 

but could not be seen to reduce levels of poverty significantly. Nevertheless, in those cases where the ABG 

15 ABGs in SNNPR were not set up in accordance with the recognised methodology and in South Sudan, resources limited the extent to 

which proper supervision could be provided.
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represented the main source of household income, there was a much more substantial impact and a clear 

reduction in poverty levels. 

6. The assessment highlighted the importance of external markets to effective income generation. The 

impact of AGB activities that rely solely upon local markets was substantially less than that of those that 

could sell into external markets.

7. The inclusion of a savings and credit scheme within the ABG methodology is not essential, but does 

strengthen ABGs and provides additional benefits in its own right. Such schemes add another layer of 

cohesion to the groups, one that allows group members access to credit and which can provide a method of 

accumulating group savings for reinvestment in the group enterprise. 

8. In terms of the key concepts embodied in the name—“Asset” “Building” “Group”:

a. AsseT—it was evident that the provision of a central group asset can be an effective way to support 

both group and individual economic activities. Individual assets were clearly less effective.

b. BuIldInG— this was the weakest aspect of the methodology. Only in a limited number of trans-

formational cases was there evidence of asset growth. In most cases, the ABG activities resulted in 

income, but little reinvestment. Although beyond the scope of this assessment, this result can be con-

sidered to be at least partly a function of timeframe for implementation.

c. GrOup—the group concept has been well established as a means to provide the motivation and 

economies of scale necessary to achieve initial economic development and has been shown to work 

well despite initial misgivings by many group members.

9. Overall, it was evident that the ABG methodology utilizes resources in a manner that is rarely detrimen-

tal to development, generally beneficial to communities and occasionally transformational under specific 

circumstances. While the methodology itself can be refined, the challenge for the future is to identify those 

external circumstances that contribute to such transformational impacts. If this can be achieved the ABG 

methodology could be selectively applied to make an outstanding contribution to development. If not, the 

methodology will more often contribute to an incremental process in which attribution is difficult and im-

pacts are debatable. 

reCOmmendATIOns
1. Group activities need to be undertaken only after a simple business plan has been developed that can dem-

onstrate the capacity to generate both income and the savings necessary to ensure the sustainability of the 

activities beyond the initial investment period.

2. The methodology’s potential for detrimental impacts suggests that it should only be applied when:

a. CHF International is confident that it has the resources to meet all the commitments that it might 

make to beneficiary communities, including especially the time and human resources to mentor ABG 

development to an optimal conclusion;

b. it is clear that local politics and community dynamics will allow groups to be self-determined;

c. enough market research has been done to ensure that ABG production can be sold at a price  

commensurate with the members’ investment in time and other resources.
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3. This assessment could be taken to suggest that the ABG methodology should only be applied where there 

is clear evidence of a potential transformational impact. This is not the case. The practice of “picking win-

ners” is uncertain and if that principle was to be the main guideline for the application of the methodology, 

it would rarely be applied. Instead, the following three principles are relevant:

a. ABG activities should be market driven and, where possible, linked to pre-identify markets.

b. Prior to the establishment of any ABG, a simple business plan should be developed to confirm the 

financial sustainability of the proposed investment.

c. Notwithstanding the above, it is still probable that many ABGs will only yield small benefits to mem-

bers. It is important that such groups should not be left unsupported. They should instead be consid-

ered as potential targets for further development through increased market access where feasible or 

for alternative activities if the existing activities would never yield significant benefits. The process of 

successful business development is often unpredictable and opportunistic and the operational but inef-

fective ABG’s represent platforms for future business development without which very little progress in 

the community might be expected.

4. The ABG methodology has been promoted as a universal tool that CHF International is currently apply-

ing in both short-term disaster relief contexts and also in the longer-term economic and health develop-

ment programming. Ultimately, the assessment findings suggest that if the methodology is to be used for 

short-term interventions, an adapted, quickly implementable version of the ABG methodology should be 

developed. This methodology would reflect the post-disaster and humanitarian relief contexts and the very 

specific needs of beneficiaries. The adaptation would focus on the achievement of ABG goals in an abbrevi-

ated context but would remain realistic about the possibilities within short-term programming.

5. The methodology should be strengthened to reflect the lessons learned in the field and the expertise devel-

oped by the practitioners who are currently implementing ABGs in CHF programming. This is an exercise 

in knowledge management that would involve:

a. Sharing of lessons learned: Currently the methodology is being implemented in a variable manner 

mainly because much of the training is contracted out to local NGOs. As a first step, the methodology 

can be strengthened by providing the implementers in the two countries with the opportunity to share 

their personal successes and hurdles by holding an ABG forum. Such an opportunity would focus not 

only on laying out the methodology, but more especially on sharing experiences, some of which are 

highlighted in this report, but many more of which are personal to the implementers and need to be 

shared. As these internal lessons learned emerge, the methodology can be strengthened to include 

those particular elements (i.e., savings and credit schemes) which may have been applied in some 

contexts but not in others and yet were found to be highly successful. 

b. As those lessons from the field are incorporated into the methodology, a Training of Trainers program 

would allow staff from the field and from CHF headquarters to ‘be on the same page.’ Those in the field 

would have the opportunity to develop a deeper and more rounded understanding of the methodology 

through training rather than learning in-country and on-the-job (often from someone else who has also 

learned it as they were implementing.) CHF headquarters professionals would also have the opportunity 

to learn the methodology so it can be better understood as it is built into future programming. 
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Annex 1: AsseT BuIldInG GrOup survey

I BASIC INFORMATION

Name of ABG Interviewer(s)

Names of members 

interviewed

Date/time

Location  

(Kebele/village)

Duration of interview

1. Year and month that ABG was established

2. Number of original members (male/female)

3. Number of current members (male/female)

4. Number of original members still active 

(male/female)

5. Age of group

a. Average age

b. Oldest member

c. Youngest member

6. How many of the group are married  

(and not widowed)

a. All or nearly all married

b. 50 to 75% married

c. 25 to 50% married

d. Less than 25% married

7. Average household size of members

a. 1-3

b. 4-7

c. 8-10

d. Over 10

8. What was relationship of most members 

prior to forming the ABG? 

(Please rank up to 3 most important)

a. Acquaintances 

(neighbors, fellow villagers)

b. Friends

c. Family

d. Formed entirely by CHF/ 

no relationship prior to group

e. Group was mainly formed before  

for some other purpose

f. Other

II GROuP STATuS

9. Is the group still active on some level? 

(Yes/No)

a. If No, go to Section VII Disbanded Groups

b. If Yes, please indicate the type of  

activities currently undertaken,  

circle all that apply

i. Savings and Lending

ii. ABG activities  

(e.g., joint production, sales)

iii. Meeting only

iv. Other (Please describe)
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10. How often does the group meet?  

(Please circle most common frequency)

a. Daily 

b. Weekly

c. Every two weeks

d. Monthly

e. Less often

11. What officers does the group have?  

(Tick those that apply)

a. Group leader/Chairperson

b. Treasurer

c. Secretary

d. Money Box Holder  

(for savings and credit)

e. Key Holder(s) (for savings and credit)

f. Other (Please describe)

12. If members left, what were the main  

reasons? (Please rank top three)

a. They weren’t interested

b. They could not participate

c. They did not trust other members

d. They disagreed with other members

e. They moved elsewhere

f. They had health issues

g. Other 1: (Please describe)

h. Other 2: (Please describe)

i. Other 3: (Please describe)

III SAvINGS AND LENDING ACTIvITIES

13. Is the group doing savings & credit  

activities? (Yes/No)

a. If No, go to Section IV)

14. Please tick the statements that apply:

a. The savings and credit group is exactly 

the same as the group doing the  

ABG activities

b. Some (or all) of the savings and credit 

group do not do ABG activities

c. Some (or all) of the people doing  

ABG activities are not part of the  

savings and credit group

15. How many people are there doing:

a. Savings and Credit activities

b. ABG activities

c. How many people doing savings and 

credit activities and the ABG activities at 

the same time?

16. How often does the savings and credit group 

collect savings? 

a. Every week

b. Every two weeks

c. Every month

d. Variable – (When you can)

17. How much money is collected each time 

(Average)?

18. How many members contribute each time 

(Average)?

19. How much money does the group now have:

a. In cash or banked savings?

b. Lent out to members?

20. Does the group have a bank account in a 

formal financial institution?  

(e.g., bank, MFI, RuSACCO)

21. How much can a member borrow? 

22. Can non-members borrow?

23. In what period of time is it paid back? 

a. Less than one month

b. One month

c. Three months

d. Six months

e. One year

f. Variable  

(as agreed when loan is taken out)

24. What is the total number of loans made  

in an average month?

25. What is the most common amount borrowed?

26. What is the highest amount borrowed?
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27. Does the borrower payback with interest?

28. How much interest is charged if 

ETB 100 is lent for three months?

29. Out of every 20 loans:

a. How many get paid back in full, but late?

b. How many get paid back but  

not completely?

c. How many do not get paid back at all? 

(for whatever reason)?

30. What are the most common reasons people 

borrow money from the group?  

Please list top 3 in order of importance:

a. Routine expenses (e.g., to meet school 

fees, food, clothes, or other daily costs 

when there is no other source of money)

b. To meet big expenditures (e.g., 

weddings,or other big costs that only 

happen occasionally, including the pur-

chase of household assets)

c. For investment (e.g., in ABG activities, 

in assets such as buildings or livestock 

or other things that help to generate 

money)

d. For working capital (i.e., to buy things such 

as seed or labor that are used as inputs or 

goods for resale)

e. To meet unforeseen or emergency 

expenses (e.g., medical/hospital costs, 

funerals or unforeseen travel costs)

f. Other (Please list)

31. How have savings and credit activities im-

pacted members’ lives? Please circle all that 

apply and rank top 3 in order of importance.

a. Has enabled easier handling of  

routine expenses

b. Has enabled easier handling of  

emergency expenses 

c. Has allowed members to invest in  

household necessities

d. Has allowed investment in ABG activities

e. Has allowed increase in assets 

(e.g., livestock)

f. Has created financial/social independence

g. Has resulted in Increased respect in 

community/household

h. Has promoted the development of ad-

ditional skills

i. Other (describe)

32. Out of all the money saved, roughly how 

much has been lent for new business  

activities or to expand existing business 

activities? (This includes ABG and non  

ABG activities)

a. Less than 25%

b. 25-50%

c. 50-75%

d. More than 75%

33. Have the savings and credit activities lent 

money to the ABG:

a. For the purchase of group assets?

b. If yes—what proportion of the money  

was repaid?
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34. Which two statements apply most to group 

members? (in order of importance)

a. The savings group has helped us to be-

come wealthier than people like us who did 

not join the group.

b. The savings group has not significantly 

affected our wealth compared with 

people like us who did not join the group

c. The savings group has been a drawback 

preventing us from becoming as  

wealthy as people like us who did not 

join the group.

d. The savings group makes us feel that our 

standard of living is more secure than it 

would be if we were not part of the group.

e. The savings group has helped us to enjoy 

a higher standard of living than that of 

people like us who did not join the group.

f. The savings group has not significantly 

affected our standard of living compared 

with that of people like us who did not 

join the group.

g. The savings group has been a drawback 

preventing our standard of living from 

rising as fast as that of people like us 

who did not join the group.

Iv ABG ACTIvITIES

ASSET MANAGEMENT

35. What was the asset granted to the  

group to carry out the business activity?  

(Check against CHF list of assets supplied)

36. Are the assets supplied still being used by 

the group for the original purpose? (Yes/No)

a. If No, what happened to the assets?

i. Replaced by a new or better asset  

for the same purpose

ii. Taken by one or more members

iii. Sold

iv. Stolen

v. Broken. Not fixed.

vi. Used up. Not replaced.

vii. Being used by the group but for  

another purpose (If so, what?)

ACTIVITY MANAGEMENT

37. What was the original group ABG activity? 

(Check against CHF list of ABG types)

38. Did group members have experience with 

the original group ABG activity prior to the 

formation of the group? (Yes/No)
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39. Is the group still working together in the 

original ABG activity? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, go to next question (Number 40)

b. If No, have the group stopped ABG activi-

ties? (Yes/No) 

i. If Yes, go to Section VII,  

Disbanded Groups

ii. If No, what is the new ABG activity?

iii. What was the reason for the change? 

(Please rank top 3)

• Original activity was  

never profitable.

• Markets changed so that original 

activity became unprofitable.

• Discovered new activity that was 

more profitable.

• Original activity took too 

much time.

• Ran out of materials for  

original activity.

• Other (Please describe)

40. Has the group begun any additional ABG 

activities? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please describe the additional 

group activity:

b. Is the additional activity carried out by all 

group members or by some only?

41. What are the biggest problems faced by the 

group? Please circle all that apply and rank 

the top 3.

a. Finding markets

b. Finding raw materials

c. Accessing finance to buy inputs

d. Weak group management

e. Technical problems in production

f. Group did not work well together

g. Other (Please describe)

42. Does the group or its members use the sav-

ings and credit activity to finance the ABG 

activity? (Yes/No)

43. Could the ABG activity have been success-

ful if without the savings and credit activity? 

(Yes/No)

44. On average, how much of the available time 

each day do group members spend working 

for group ABG activities? (Available time is 

the time left after doing all necessary do-

mestic work, child care and eating.)

a. Less than 1/4 of the available time  

each day

b. 1/4 to 1/2 the available time each day

c. More than 1/2 the available time  

each day

d. All the time available, every day.
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45. Does the group sell its products or services 

together? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, where?

i. In village to traders

ii. In village to neighbors

iii. In local market

iv. In regional market

v. Other areas

v IMPACT

46. Are there real economic benefits that come 

from being a member of an ABG? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle those that apply and 

rank the top 3.

i. By joining the group we could get ac-

cess to the group asset(s).

ii. By joining the group we were able to 

access loans more easily.

iii. Group production was more than we 

could achieve as individuals.

iv. Group marketing of products/ 

services was better than 

 individual marketing.

v. Buying inputs as a group was cheap-

er than buying them individually.

vi. Working as a group we were able to 

specialize and work more efficiently.

vii. Other: ______________

47. How much sales revenue does the group 

generate in a year? 

a. Under ETB 10,000

b. ETB 10,000-50,000

c. ETB 50,000-200,000

d. ETB 200,000-1,000,000

e. Over ETB 1,000,000

48. How much income do members derive from 

the ABG activity each year?

a. None

b. Under ETB1,000

c. ETB1,000 – 5,000

d. ETB 5,000 – 20,000

e. ETB 20,000-100,000

f. More than ETB 100,000

49. What percent of overall HH income does this 

represent? (If necessary use proportional 

piling to illustrate this.)

a. Less than 25%

b. Between 25-50%

c. Between 50-75%

d. Over 75%

50. 5Have the members of the group had better 

access to food since they began group  

activities? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, has this improved more than the 

access to food for people like them who 

did not join the group?

51. Have members of the group had a more bal-

anced diet since they began group activities? 

(Yes/No)

a. If Yes, is this because: 

i. Extra income allowed them to buy 

more expensive foods.

ii. Because the group was taught about 

dietary diversity. 

iii. Both of the above. 

52. Have members of the group been able to 

educate their children better since they 

began group activities through more days at 

school, purchase of books or other equip-

ment? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, has this improved more than that 

for the children of people like them who 

did not join the group? (Yes/No)
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53. Has the asset building group provided any 

non-economic benefits? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle all that apply and 

rank the top 3.

i. New skills, including technical 

skills, financial skills and business 

management skills

ii. Peer support

iii. Improved status in the community

iv. Increase in confidence

v. Increase in independence

vi. Influence over household matters

vii. Social outlet

viii. Other: ______________

vI. GROuP CAPACITY BuILDING

54. What are the main reasons the ABG is still 

active? Please circle the main reasons for 

the group’s success and rank the top 3.

a. Good governance and trust 

amongst members

b. Good training in new technologies

c. Good training in business management

d. The asset provided was critical  

to development

e. The economic activity is profitable

f. The savings and lending activity is useful

g. The group provided needed peer support

h. There is no other way for us to  

make money

i. Other (Please describe)

55. Does the group need further assistance? 

(Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle the types of assis-

tance needed and rank the top 3.

i. Administrative and procedural advice 

for the savings and lending group

ii. Financial advice to the savings and 

lending group

iii. Technical assistance in ABG activity

iv. Business Assistance in ABG activity

v. More time and mentoring to help 

establish and strengthen the group.

vi. Help in sourcing raw materials/ 

identifying new markets

vii. Improved assets, i.e.:

• More assets

• Better assets

• More starter capital

viii. Other (Please describe)

56. Does the group have an agreed vision or 

development plan for the next 2-5 years? 

(Yes/No)

a. If yes, please indicate which of the fol-

lowing best describe the plan:

i. We will keep our group and business 

as it is.

ii. We will keep our group and expand 

our business.

iii. We will expand our group and expand 

our business.

iv. We want to develop our group into a 

cooperative and expand our business.

v. We want to develop our group  

into a private company and expand  

our business.

vi. We want to develop subgroups that 

can do what we have done.

vii. We want to foster successful busi-

nesses for individual households.

viii. Other (Please describe)
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57. Do you expect your asset building group to 

be in existence in five years time? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, why?  

(Circle the one which applies best)

i. The asset building group serves a 

useful purpose for us.

ii. We plan to grow the ABG and  

make it stronger.

iii. There will always be new entrants 

who need the ABG.

iv. Other (Please describe)

a. If No, Why?  

(Circle the one which applies best)

i. We will have developed the asset 

building group into a commercial 

business or cooperative.

ii. Our members will have made 

enough money to start their 

own businesses.

iii. There will most probably be prob-

lems that we cannot predict in  

the future.

iv. Other (Please describe)

vII DISBANDED GROuPS

58. How many months did the group run  

efore disbanding?

59. How many months after CHF left did the 

group disband?

60. How did the group disband? (select one of 

the two options in each line)

a. By mutual agreement OR internal dis-

agreement as to whether it  

should continue.

b. It happened all at once due to a  

specific problem or event OR  

members gradually left.

c. There was external pressure to disband 

(from family, government or community) 

OR the decision was NOT influenced by 

external forces.

d. Other (Please describe)

61. Were there business reasons why the group 

disbanded? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle the reasons below that 

apply and rank top 3 selected options.

i. The activities were not profitable

ii. Other non-ABG activities were  

more profitable

iii. Lack of access to needed inputs 

iv. Lack of demand/markets for activity

v. Lack of access to finance to  

un business

vi. Lack of good business management

vii. Other business reasons: 

____________

62. Were there issues related to group dynamics 

that led to the group disbanding? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle the reasons below that 

apply and rank top 3 selected options 

i. Internal social pressures

ii. External social pressures

iii. Poor group leadership

iv. Mismanagement of group funds  

or assets

v. Members did not see clear reason to 

work as a group

vi. It was more efficient to do the activity 

as individuals

vii. Activity was taken over by one or 

more dominant members

viii. Lack of trust between members

ix. Poor coordination and communica-

tion among members

x. Any other reason 

(Please list and explain): 

____________________________
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63. Could the group have avoided disbanding if it 

had been given more assistance? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle the types of assis-

tance that would have been needed to 

avoid disbanding and rank the top 3.

i. Administrative and procedural advice 

for the savings and lending group

ii. Financial advice to the savings and 

lending group

iii. Technical assistance in ABG activity

iv. Business Assistance in ABG activity

v. More time and mentoring to help 

establish and strengthen the group.

vi. Help in sourcing raw materials/ 

identifying new markets

vii. Improved assets, i.e.:

• More assets

• Better assets

• More starter capital

viii. Other (Please describe)

64. Circle all those that apply with regard to  

post-ABG activities. Select the single most  

accurate statement.

a. Some group members started other 

business activities together.

b. Some group members continued to do 

the ABG activity as individuals.

c. Most members generally returned to do-

ing what they did before the ABG.

d. None of the above.

65. If ‘a’ or ‘b’ is true, has this created any ben-

efits for other community members, such as 

increased employment or improved markets 

for goods or services? (Yes/No)

66. Do most members think they benefited from 

participation in the ABG? (Yes/No)

a. If Yes, please circle any benefits that most 

members think they got from the ABG and 

rank the top 3.

i. Increased business  

experience/confidence

ii. Increased technical knowledge

iii. Increased financial  

management capacity

iv. Increased capacity to work  

with others

v. Increased social confidence

vi. Improved access to credit

vii. Increased social capital 

(especially contacts)

viii. Any other benefit (Please list)

END OF SuRvEY
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Guragie Livelihoods and Agricultural 
Development (GLAD)  $349,018 SNNPR mAy

Generating Employment and Building  
Independent (GEBI)

 $1.03 M SNNPR

Emergency Livelihood Recovery (ELR)  $536,982 SNNPR

Safe Water and Improved Sanitation 
in Somali (SWISS)

 $648,889 
SNNPR/ 
Somali

Livelihoods Support for Somali  
Agro-Pastoralists (L-SAP)

 $2.3 M Somali

Sustainable Human Assistance  
Program for Ethiopia (SHAPE)

 $1.8 M Somali

Annex 2: CHF InTernATIOnAl TImelIne OF  
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Supporting Economic Transition by  
Transforming Livelihoods (SETTLE)
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Central  

Equatoria
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Transforming Livelihoods  (SETTLE II)

 $680,330 
Central  

Equatoria

Women’s Empowerment to Abate  
violence and Exploitation (WEAvE I)

 $399,573 
Eastern  

Equatoria

Women’s Empowerment to Abate  
violence and Exploitation  (WEAvE II)

 $499,961 
Eastern  

Equatoria

Increasing Market Potential for  
Returnees through Opportunities for  
viable Economic Development (IMPROvE)

 $1.9 M 
Eastern  

Equatoria

Women’s Empowerment to Abate  
violence and Exploitation  (WEAvE III)

 $399,833 
Eastern  

Equatoria
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