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The SCALING (Sustainable Change Achieved through Linking Improved Nutrition and Governance) 

Project is a four-year (December 2017 – June 2022) nutrition project funded by the European Union (EU) 
with the aim of improving the nutritional status of pregnant and lactating women, adolescent girls, and 
children under the age of 5 in 14 districts in four provinces of northern Laos: Luang Prabang (LPB), Luang 
Namtha (LNT), Phongsaly (PSL), and Huaphanh (HUA). The project is implemented by a consortium of four 
iNGOs each implementing project activities in their respective target provinces: Save the Children 
International (SCI), CARE International in Laos, Comité de Coopération avec le Laos (CCL), and ChildFund 
in Laos (CFL). 

The target villages of the SCALING project are primarily rural communities with agriculture-based 
livelihoods, but also include peri-urban villages with mixed agricultural and market-based economies. The 
communities are ethnically diverse and face a number of barriers to achieving quality maternal and child 
health and nutrition. These include lack of access to health information, inadequate quality of health services, 
gendered social norms and traditions that limit women’s rights, freedoms, opportunities and ability to care 
for their health, inadequate access to clean water and WASH infrastructure, and the need for strengthened 
multi-sector nutrition governance. 

 

 

 

In a context where men are both formal and de facto leaders of households and communities, and 
often solely responsible for work in the public sphere, women are left without the agency and resources to 
engage equally with men on the issues that affect them. Empowering women to care for their own health 
and nutrition and that of their families on an equal basis with the men requires them to have various 
resources and capacities, including knowledge, confidence, decision-making rights, access to financial and 
nutritional resources, and access to public spaces. The Village Savings and Loan Association (VSLA) aimed to 
address a few key challenges for women in target communities. 

Women’s empowerment challenges addressed by VSLA: 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE CONTEXT 

THE CHALLENGE 

Women’s lack of access to public spaces – Women’s traditional roles in the home and fields, combined 
with low access to education (and so low levels of knowledge and skills such as literacy, numeracy, and 
Lao language ability for ethnic women) has limited their participation in public life in most SCALING target 
communities, including participation in public decision-making spaces, access to public services (including 
health services), and access to leadership opportunities. 

Women’s lack of confidence – Low education and skills and lack of experience in the public sphere leads 
women to lack confidence in taking on public and leadership roles, or to contribute their ideas to public 
decision-making even when given the opportunity. For the same reasons, men in many communities also 
lack trust in women’s capacity to take on roles outside the home. 
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Since 1991, consortium partner CARE has been using the Village Savings and Loan Association (VSLA) 
model to empower women with access to financial systems and empowerment opportunities in dozens of 
countries around the globe. Prior to the beginning of the SCALING project, CARE International in Laos had 
used the VSLA model in a previous EU-funded project in Phongsaly: Scaling Up convergent Program 
Approaches to improve food and nutrition security in the Northern Uplands (SUPA), 2014-2019. 
Experiences from the SUPA project, which helped lay the groundwork for the SCALING project, provided 
evidence that the VSLA model was effective and worked well in the Northern Lao context.  

The VSLA model used by CARE Laos and applied in the SCALING project is a village-level savings 
group that is composed of and managed entirely by local women. Groups of 15-30 women meet for about 
one hour each month to save and borrow money. The minimum and maximum amounts that can be saved 
and borrowed at the meetings, as well as the interest rate for borrowing, are all decided by the group 
members at the time the group is established, and can be revised at the end of each annual cycle. Typically, 
the amount that can be saved per month ranges from about 1-2 USD minimum to 10-20 USD maximum, 
while interest rates are typically set around 2-3%, but this depends on the group. Meeting times are also set 
by the group based on what is convenient for them, and may vary based on the village context and even the 
time of year, as, for example, some groups may choose to meet in the morning during the off season, but in 
the evening during the harvest season.  During each monthly meeting, all money saved and borrowed is 
managed and recorded by an elected committee of group members using a recordkeeping system that 
requires minimal literacy. The groups save for twelve months at a time, and members may additionally choose 
to take out a loan at any monthly meeting. At the end of each cycle all the money saved by each member is 
returned to her, along with any interest earned on the loans taken out by group members during that cycle. 

The VSLA model was integrated into the SCALING project primarily to promote women’s access to 
financial resources with the aim of enabling them to invest in their family’s health and nutrition. The goal was 
that having additional financial resources would increase their access to a variety of nutritional foods, or 
their capacity to make investments in agricultural activities to diversify their diets and improve their family 
economies. The model also aimed to increase women’s access to financial resources in times of need to 
ensure they and their families could continue to access health services and proper nutrition in unexpected 
or emergency situations. 

YOUR FIRST IDEA/SOLUTION 

Women’s lack of access to financial systems and decision-making rights – Traditionally, the final say on 
major household financial decisions rests primarily with men. Although women may manage daily 
expenses, it is men as “heads of household” who hold primary decision-making rights about money 
earned by the family. Women’s ability to manage household financial resources to meet their own and 
their family’s health and nutrition needs may be further limited by their lack of experience in money 
management and low literacy and numeracy. Women also generally lack access to financial institutions, 
which are typically located far from communities with access barriers including language, transportation, 
time, and the need for formal documentation and collateral. Even in cases where money lenders or other 
informal providers of financial services provide loans at the village level, interest levels are often 
prohibitively high for poorer families. 
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The CARE Gender Technical Advisor conducted a training of trainers on the VSLA model to technical 
staff from all consortium partners and government partners from the Lao Women’s Union (LWU) in each 
of the target provinces in November 2018. The model was then rolled out to target communities by project 
and LWU staff. The creation of groups was followed up with regular support visits: every month for the first 
three months, with subsequent visits every 2-3 months and at the time of annual share out. 
 

 
 

Overall, rollout of the VSLA model in the target communities was highly successful. In all, 203 VSLAs 
were formed across all 14 target districts, nearly meeting the goal of 210 groups established, and representing 
almost 50% of all SCALING target villages. Most of these groups did not encounter serious challenges or 
require significant adaptation to meet their communities’ needs, however it did become evident that success 
varied between provinces, and even between villages in the same district based on certain social and 
demographic conditions. Information based on LWU and project staff monitoring visits and a 2021 
assessment of VSLA groups in all project districts helped clarify some of the key factors that impacted VSLA 
group functioning and sustainability.  

 
KEY LEARNINGS 

• Maximum suitability for rural contexts – The VSLA groups with the greatest success were 
generally those in rural areas. In peri-urban areas, women tended to be more economically 
prosperous, and were able to save money and access financial systems/loans without the help of a 
group. Women in peri-urban areas also had more activities and commitments that decreased their 
time availability, making it more difficult for them to meet, and increasing their sense that joining the 
group was a waste of time if they were not earning money from interest. 

• Importance of basic competencies for women – Although the VSLA model is designed for 
women with low education, it was found to be difficult to carry out in villages where almost all women 
were illiterate, as at the very least, the accountant must be literate and have basic numeracy skills. 
Villages where women were better educated were able to learn the VSLA system more quickly, were 
more confident at managing their group with minimal support, and were better able to keep records. 

• Need for men’s support – Lack of support from their husbands was consistently one of the 
primary reasons given for why women did not join VSLA groups, or why they dropped out after 
joining. Data collected during the gender change assessment in 2021 found that villages with the most 
difficulty in implementing VSLAs, especially those where VSLAs had been created but later stopped 
saving, tended to also be villages where men’s focus groups expressed doubts about women’s 
confidence and capabilities, and where men were less willing to support women with household work 
or allow space for their voices in household decision-making. 

• Importance of women’s ownership – A difference between the VSLA model and many similar 
village savings models in Laos is that the project does not contribute any money, only technical 
expertise. Since all money saved belongs to the women, it was found that compared to other savings 
groups, VSLA members took a higher level of ownership in managing their money responsibly, which 
made a key difference in women’s ability to pay back loans (almost no cases were found of members 
paying back slowly, or being unable to pay back loans), and the sustainability of the groups. 

LEARNING AND ADAPTING 
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• Need for flexibility in the model – Although there are rules and guidelines set out in the VSLA 
handbook, different needs in different villages meant that some groups made strong cases for not 
following these guidelines on issues such as maximum number of group members, minimum age of 
members, length of savings cycle, frequency of meetings, etc.  

• Difficulty in villages with labour migration – In villages where women migrated for seasonal 
labour, it was very difficult for VSLAs to meet regularly with all their members. Women might leave 
for long periods at a time and need to come back to the village just for VSLA meetings. This created 
pressures on VSLA committee members to notify group members to return for meetings, and wasted 
the time of the members who came on time, as they may have to wait for days until all the members 
returned. 

• Suitability for women’s small business – VSLAs were found to be particularly successful in 
villages where there were existing small business opportunities that women were already engaged in 
and were able to grow through their involvement as VSLA members. This was particularly evident 
for women weavers in HUA and LPB. 

• Need for strong support from LWU – Having active LWU partners committed to supporting 
VSLA implementation and monitoring was key to successful maintenance of VSLA groups, and will 
continue to be integral to sustainability of the groups after the end of the project period. 

 
ADAPTATIONS: 

Experiences from implementation reinforced several principles already integrated the VSLA model, 
such as its focus on rural communities, the need to meet with communities and village authorities to explain 
the VSLA and engage men’s support prior to forming the group. Meanwhile, the VSLA rules and guidelines 
were also loosened based on local context such that groups were able to adapt to their own wants and 
needs, such as allowing groups to save for two months at the same time before busy harvest or migration 
seasons, allowing groups to trial a two-year cycle in villages with experience on longer-term savings models, 
or allowing members to have their teenage daughters join to learn financial management skills. In some 
villages, members decided it was necessary to take some of the interest earnings to pay to the committee 
members to motivate them, in recognition of their additional work. 

An additional intervention that was found to be helpful in areas where some communities were 
skeptical or unmotivated about starting or maintaining VSLA groups was village-to-village learning exchanges. 
VSLA learning exchanges were held in PSL (as a separate activity) and in LNT (integrated into review sessions 
for Women’s Leadership trainings). Both provinces found the method to be successful, with examples of 
groups that were previously unmotivated, and even groups that had previously stopped saving or planned to 
stop saving, restarting again or becoming more active after the exchange. Committee members who joined 
the exchanges had renewed confidence and motivation after seeing the successes of other groups in the 
same district, and returned to their villages to motivate other members of their VSLA to continue the group 
and increase their savings. 

A final proposed adaptation was to add additional activities, such as nutrition or entrepreneurship 
trainings, to integrate into the VSLA group meetings as a way to increase the added value of the groups, 
especially for those in peri-urban areas for whom the current model has low added value. In mid- to late 
2021, a food processing training was rolled in 13 selected villages with VLSA groups in response to this 
concern and the results of a 2020 study under the SCALING project on ensuring the availability of healthy  
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food in peri-urban areas. Although it is still too early to have clear results on this initiative, preliminary results 
are mixed. Women in some villages have not engaged in food preparation unless led directly by the project 
team, those in other villages use the skills and techniques only for their families’ consumption, and in still 
other villages, women have quickly and actively used the skills they learned from the training to produce 
snacks to sell to roadside vendors to earn additional income. In these villages, women have even taught the 
skills they have learnt on to other women in their village, and are considering beginning food processing as 
a group. This indicates that food processing is a promising activity, but may need more follow-up, structured 
support, and motivation for some contexts. 
 
NOTE ON WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP TRAININGS  

An associated activity under the SCALING project that tied into VSLA management was training for 
women on leadership skills, which were carried out with two representatives from each target village. In 
villages with VSLAs, this specifically targeted the VSLA president and accountant. Interviews with 
implementing field staff indicated that the success of this activity was not universal, as some training 
participants reportedly did not change their leadership behaviours after attending, however there were many 
strong case studies across target provinces of women who increased their confidence, daring, negotiation 
skills, and understanding of leadership as a result of joining the leadership activities, and applied this to their 
village-level roles as VSLA committee members. After joining the leadership training, women returned to 
their villages better prepared to guide their VSLA groups’ activities, create plans, and speak up for their 
groups. In some villages, women held meetings with village leaders to share lessons learnt from the training, 
or created action plans to be carried out by women in the village. In LPB, the leadership training served as a 
platform for discussion and exchanges between villages that did and did not have VSLAs. Representatives 
from villages without VSLAs expressed their interest and enthusiasm for forming their own savings groups, 
and with the support of the LWU and facilitation from the project staff, VSLA groups have now been 
established in new villages outside of the original VSLA targets across multiple target districts in LPB. 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

OUTCOMES 

“When we let women manage the money, we have seen that they can do this much better than men. If 
men keep the money, they will use it for useless things, going out and spending it carelessly. Now the 
wives keep the money, and they are also members of the Village Savings and Loan Association. When 

necessary, we can discuss with our wives to make shared decisions about borrowing money for 
managing or spending within our family. We are very proud that women know how to manage money, 

and in the future, we will continue to support our wives to be part of the VSLA.” 
 

Men’s focus group, Boun Neua District, PSL 
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The 2021 VSLA assessment found a variety of positive outcomes resulting from the VSLA model, including: 

Financial benefits: The primary benefit reported by VSLA members across all target areas was that it 
enabled them to be able to save money to have a large amount of money at once at the end of the year to 
pay for large expenses, such as children’s school fees. Most said that without the group, money was quickly 
spent, and that having the group motivated their family to earn more money so they would have money to 
save. Other financial benefits of the group included money earned from interest, and having money to invest 
in small business activities. On the whole, the primary financial benefits members gained from the VSLA 
groups were in regards to savings, with results on borrowings more mixed. Many target villages across 
provinces had minimal or no borrowing, and borrowing in the majority of villages was used to pay for one-
time costs or unexpected emergencies rather than livelihoods investments. The most common uses of funds 
reported by surveyed VSLA groups were to cover medical costs, pay for household expenses, invest in small 
business activities, buy food, cover education costs, and purchase agricultural inputs. A notable exception to 
the limited borrowing rates was in villages where women ran small business activities, such as weaving or 
market activities.  In such villages, borrowing rates and interest earned were typically very high, with 
borrowing rates often exceeding savings rates (as money put into the fund would often be loaned out more 
than once before the end of the cycle). 

Safety net: Another leading benefit of VSLA groups was that it gave women a sense of security that they 
would have money to use in times of need, especially to cover unexpected medical needs, or to pay for 
medical costs related to pregnancy and childbirth. The usefulness of the VSLA as a financial safety net was 
particularly obvious during the COVID-19 pandemic, as incomes decreased while food prices increased. As 
a result, many VSLA groups reported members increasing borrowing during this period to buy food for their 
families, or pay for basic household expenses. Only a small handful of groups reported that the economic 
challenges of COVID-19 were significant enough to make it impossible to continue saving and borrowing at 
all. On the other end of the spectrum, some groups were economically stable enough that the pandemic did 
not have any effect on their saving and borrowing habits. 

Social benefits: An unexpected outcome of VSLA participation was improved family relationships. 
Members reported that decreasing financial stress increased peace in the family, and the need to save money 
improved communication between husbands and wives on financial matters. In most villages, husbands were 
also motivated by the VSLA groups to go out and earn money for their wives to save. Although the money 
saved was still typically shared family money, rather than the women’s own money, a woman’s ability to 
serve as a representative of her family in the public sphere on financial matters was reported in many cases 
to allow her to earn greater respect, pride, and recognition from her husband and other family members. 
Another social benefit was increasing unity among women in the village, as they had a shared space to meet 
and socialize. 

Women’s agency: As a result of participating in VSLA groups, women gained confidence in themselves and 
their leadership abilities. Women were proud that they were able to manage their own group and see the 
tangible results during annual shareout of savings. Both men and women in the communities, as well as village 
leaders and local government officials, talked about women becoming more capable and responsible as a 
result of taking on management of the VSLA and increasing their public role outside the home. 
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• Maintain existing VSLA groups through continuing monitoring and capacity building to the 
committee members and village leadership. 

• Sustain and expand the VSLA model into the future through planning and collaboration with LWU 
about monitoring activities and possibility for expansion to new villages after the project ends. 

• Adapt the VSLA model by integrating trainings or capacity building activities to 1) make the model 
more helpful and relevant for women in peri-urban areas, and/or 2) serve as a platform to provide 
members with sector-specific skills on knowledge on health and nutrition, or other topics as relevant 
to the project goals. 

• Trial linking VSLA groups in peri-urban areas high rates of savings to formal financial institutions. 

 
 
 
 

The primary benefit of the VSLA as compared to other savings models is its empowerment of women, 
giving them the opportunity to have a role in the public sphere, meet together, practice their leadership 
skills, and work meaningfully outside the home in a way that has tangible benefits that both they and their 
husbands can see. In order to make this happen, women’s empowerment must always be put at the centre 
of the model and any decisions related to its use and adaptation. The system should be flexible and adaptable 
to meet the needs of different women’s groups in different areas, and men need to be informed and engaged 
as supporters of the group from the beginning.  

 
 

 

 

Cost Effectiveness Breakdown: Average cost of 851 EUR (955 USD) per group (typically one group 
per village) including equipment, group formation, and regular monitoring  

NEXT STEPS 

TOP ADVICE 

OTHER INTERESTING INFORMATION 


