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Preface
The Practitioner Learning Program (PLP) is a SEEP Network initiative that explores key challenges facing the micro-
enterprise field. The SEEP PLP, a competitively run grants program, engages participants in a collaborative learning 
process to share and document findings and lessons learned, as well as to identify effective, replicable microenterprise 
practices and innovations to benefit the industry as a whole. The SEEP PLP is funded by the office of Microenterprise 
Development of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). For more information on this 
and other SEEP PLP initiatives, see The SEEP Network website: www.seepnetwork.org.

The SEEP PLP in “Improving Efficiency—Maximizing Human and Physical Resources” was conducted from 2004 
through 2006 and examined strategies, tools, and technologies that microfinance institutions (MFIs) use to maximize 
human and physical resources. There was a particular focus on low-technology solutions to increase staff productivity, 
decrease personnel or administrative costs, and increase outreach and client retention. 

The “Improving Efficiency” PLP has produced a series of ten Learning Products—as well as an overview outlining 
the PLP process and its results—to share with the microfinance and microenterprise field that are explained in more 
detail below. All of these publications are available online at http://www.seepnetwork.org/. 

Most of the participating institutions began with a rigorous analysis of their core processes, including credit deliv-
ery, accounting, and management information systems. Process mapping proved a crucial tool in shedding light on 
organizational bottlenecks and inefficiencies. Three Learning Products produced from this PLP are devoted to process 
mapping: case studies of Pro Mujer Nicaragua and of MI BOSPO, which used the tool to make significant changes to 
their core operations, and a technical note that compiles interviews with MFI managers who used process mapping in 
their efforts to boost efficiency.

Based on their institutional assessments, most of the MFIs identified a similar set of interrelated issues they need to 
address in order for them to become more efficient. Decentralization emerged as an overriding theme, especially the 
exploration of what kinds of institutional structures and systems would support a shift in decision-making authority 
for credit operations to branch offices. “Decentralization of Microfinance Institutions: A Guide for Decision Making” 
addresses these issues in depth.

Closely related to the topic of decentralization was the need to train branch managers. Many of the participating 
MFIs’ branch managers had been senior loan officers and did not have many of the skills and perspectives needed to 
manage staff and operations. Two of our Learning Products are comprehensive training programs that address areas 
that were identified as key for branch management training: human resource management and financial management. 
The training manual on human resource management was developed by the PLP in conjunction with MEDA and 
is entitled “Branch Management Training for MFIs: Developing Staff Management Skills.” The financial manage-
ment training manual is “Principles and Practices of Financial Management.” Based on an identified need for training 
materials in other topics, several of our other Learning Products have accompanying PowerPoint presentations that 
summarize key information in a format conducive to training.

Several other topics related to enhancing efficiency emerged during the course of this PLP. One topic was the impor-
tance of cultivating client loyalty. Loyal clients provide repeat business, contributing to both lower expenses and higher 
income. The second technical note, “Building Client Loyalty,” explores this issue in detail. Another recurring issue was 
staff incentives and the dangers of implementing a system before it is thoroughly analyzed. The third technical note, 
“Pitfalls and Unintended Outcomes: Advice on Designing and Implementing Staff Incentive Systems,” explores these 
issues. Another valuable tool that emerged from this PLP was a framework for mapping key operational tasks and 
areas of responsibility. This is explored in the fourth technical note, “Division of Responsibilities Framework: A Tool 
to Strengthen Operations Management of Microfinance Institutions.” 

PLP colleagues from India faced an inverse set of challenges to those posed to most of the other participating institu-
tions—how to capture information from an extremely decentralized network of savers and borrowers in self-help 
groups and centralize it in order to create accurate, timely, consolidated financial reports. The solution they developed 
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and implemented is explained in the learning paper, “Promoting Quality Bookkeeping in Self-Help Groups: The 
Mahakalasm Management Information System.”

The ten Learning Products reflect both the range of institutions and issues explored during this PLP and the con-
sensus that emerged regarding what is needed to efficiently utilize human and physical resources while remaining 
responsive to client needs. The participating institutions found the PLP to be a rich learning experience and we hope 
the lessons learned that are distilled in this series of Learning Products prove to be of value to the field as a whole.

–Tony Sheldon, PLP facilitator and Learning Products editor
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Introduction
This paper is intended to provide an overview of a framework that can be used by microfinance institutions to help 
strengthen their operations. This document describes the Division of Responsibilities (“DoR”) framework and when 
it is most appropriate to use it, as well as benefits and challenges faced. Finally it shares the experience of MI-BO-
SPO, a microfinance institution (MFI) in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the impact on its operations of applying this 
framework in its individual lending program. MI-BOSPO’s completed DoR table for its individual lending program 
is included as well. 

MI-BOSPO	is	a	microcredit	organization	serving	women	entrepreneurs	in	the	northeast	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	
(B&H).	It	began	operations	in	1996,	initially	with	six	offices	and	now	with	fourteen.	There	are	50	microcredit	
organizations	currently	registered	in	B&H;	twelve	of	these	50,	including	MI-BOSPO,	serve	97%	of	the	total	mi-
crofinance	market	in	the	country.	As	of	June	30,	2006,	these	twelve	MFIs	have	over	134,000	active	clients	and	
have	disbursed	over	180	$US	million	in	loans.	The	average	loan	amount	for	clients	served	by	these	12	organiza-
tions	is	US$	1,320.	

In	2005,	MI-BOSPO,	an	affiliate	of	Women’s	World	Banking	(WWB),	worked	in	conjunction	with	WWB	staff	in	
applying	the	DoR	framework	to	its	individual	lending	operations,	with	the	goal	of	improving	the	efficiency	of	the	
program	and	its	responsiveness	to	client	needs.

What is the DoR framework?
The DoR framework is a simple tool that has been created with the objective of (1) facilitating an in depth under-
standing of the various parts of a process and (2) determining how the process can be made as efficient as possible, 
taking into account internal and external factors such as staff and management requirements, information systems, 
institutional policies, clients and competition.

The framework consists of a table (See Figure 1) where the rows reflect each of the different steps of a process and the 
columns capture the distribution of responsibilities by individuals and departments as well as performance indicators 
and any systems integration that is necessary to perform each step. This format clearly lays out who is responsible for 
what activities at each step in the process, helping managers as well as staff to understand and embrace their respec-
tive roles. Individuals can be held accountable by management monitoring the performance indicators that have been 
identified, especially when these are included in job descriptions and annual performance plans. Finally the systems/
documentation column notes the input and output data necessary at different steps of the process. 

Figure	1.	 Division	of	Responsibilities	Table
Loan	

Process
Division	of	Responsibilities Performance	

Indicators
Documentation/

Systems	Admin.	Officer Loan	Officer Branch	Manager Credit	Manager

Step	1:

The DoR framework is highly adaptable and can be applied to virtually any process within an MFI. Depending on the 
process, the detailed steps will of course differ.
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When is it most useful for an MFI to use the DoR 
framework?
This framework can be used by MFIs at any stage of development e.g., from start-up organizations to those that are 
scaling up to those that have already achieved significant growth. The framework is especially helpful to an organiza-
tion undertaking the following tasks:

• developing new products 
• centralizing or decentralizing its operations
• introducing a new lending methodology
• undergoing a significant organizational change (e.g., legal transformation, merger, etc.)

MI-BOSPO	used	the	DoR	framework	in	its	process	of	decentralizing	its	credit	operations,	shifting	responsibility	
for	credit	decisions	from	the	central	office	to	the	branches,	while	at	the	same	time	simplifying	its	loan	applica-
tion	and	disbursement	procedures.	

MI-BOSPO’s	strategy	is	to	hold	one	of	the	top	three	leadership	positions	in	markets	where	it	has	been	for	a	num-
ber	of	years,	and	to	reach	a	top-three	leadership	position	within	two	years	in	the	new	markets	it	enters.	MI-BO-
SPO	often	has	to	compete	with	the	three	biggest	MFIs	in	Bosnia,	which	charge	lower	interest	rates	(due	to	their	
ability	to	access	cheaper	sources	of	funds	and	their	higher	economies	of	scale).	In	order	to	compete,	MI-BOSPO	
identified	an	approach	to	position	itself	strategically	in	the	market	by	having	simpler	and	more	efficient	process-
es.	The	key	objective	was	to	retain	current	clients	and	attract	new	ones	with	superior	customer	service	and	an	
attractive	package	of	financial	and	non-financial	incentives.

What are the benefits of using the DoR framework?
• Streamline processes: The framework helps to identify not only gaps in processes but also inconsistencies in 

processes among branches that may be causing inefficiencies
• Facilitate standardization of processes: By documenting current procedures and desired changes, the 

framework helps efforts to standardize processes across branches. 
• Ownership and Accountability: The process of identifying the appropriate steps is a consensus building pro-

cess among management and staff. By constructing standardized and improved processes together, managers 
and staff own and become accountable for them.

• Training tool: The process of using the DoR framework entails documenting people’s tasks, performance 
measures and systems requirements. The resulting documentation connects job descriptions and operations 
manuals, and can be a valuable training tool for new and existing staff.

• Improves work flow planning: The DoR analysis can be used as a time management tool. It gives a very 
clear overview of the activities to be performed by, for example, a loan officer, and therefore an understanding 
of the tasks to be performed and goals to be accomplished. Listing the daily activities allows for easy plan-
ning with the employee and mapping out the activities to be done. 

• Challenges management’s thinking: The DoR analysis provides the opportunity to ask “why” things are 
done in a certain way, and whether the current approach is the optimal one.

What are some challenges of using the DoR framework?
• Resource intensive: The process is resource intensive and requires a significant time commitment upfront on 

the part of field staff and senior management. An operations head (typically the Credit Manager) generally 
needs to champion the effort.
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• Strong negotiating skills: The Credit Manager and members of senior management may need strong nego-
tiation skills, as the DoR analysis can surface problems related to performance, compliance with policies, and 
other sensitive areas. Some staff and managers may not be happy with the “intrusion” the analysis entails, or 
with some of the ensuing recommendations, and this can be challenging. The champion therefore needs to be 
able to “sell” the value of the overall process and the necessity for undertaking each step. 

• Sensitivity and interviewing skills: In order to obtain an understanding of the current processes, one has to 
ask how certain tasks are performed by staff. Staff can be sensitive to such questions and often feel that the 
way they do it is the best possible way. However, during discussions it might become evident that this is not 
true. Through the process, it is very important not to make people look or feel in any way incompetent for the 
way they are performing a task. 

• Strong facilitation skills: It is imperative to have good facilitators. Internal facilitators can be effective be-
cause of their strong knowledge of the organization and internal processes.

• Monitoring and follow-up: Periodic follow-up is required by the credit and other teams to ensure that 
recommendations are being carried out and needed changes to processes are actually being implemented. 

The	main	challenges	MI-BOSPO	faced	were	ensuring	that	it	had	the	financial	and	human	resources	needed	to	
undertake	a	rigorous	analysis	of	the	processes	and	implement	improvements	identified	in	their	DoR	analysis.	
Specifically,	staff	time	was	a	concern.	In	addition,	it	was	critical	that	staff	had	the	requisite	skill	and	knowledge	
sets	to	manage	the	process.	Strong	skills	in	the	area	of	interviewing,	negotiation	and	facilitation	proved	to	be	
especially	important.

What is the process of implementing the DoR 
framework?

For	MI-BOSPO,	the	process	took	in	total	5	days,	and	in	different	stages	different	people	were	involved.	

Step 1. Identify the process to be analyzed.
The first step towards using the DoR framework is to identify the process(es) to be analyzed. One way to do this is by 
looking at specific performance indicators such as loan turnaround time, caseload, cost per loan, etc. If the indicators 
point toward a potential problem in the underlying processes, and other observations support this hypothesis, then 
using the DoR framework can help to unravel where the problems lie and how best to resolve them.

At	MI-BOSPO,	in	the	first	step,	only	the	credit	manager	and	human	resource	manager	were	involved.	In	this	step,	
the	current	credit	procedure	was	entered	into	the	responsibility	table.	This	step	took	one	day	for	both	loan	prod-
ucts	(solidarity	group	and	individual	lending).	The	operations	manual	was	used	as	a	primary	source	to	construct	
the	table.

Step 2. Identify the team 
(often done in conjunction with Step 1)
The champion of the process has to be identified as well as the individuals who will be responsible for data gathering, 
interviews, and so on. Ideally, the credit manager should be the champion and an integral part of the team if opera-
tional processes are involved.

As	MI-BOSPO	decided	to	work	specifically	on	loan	processing	procedures,	it	was	clear	that	the	Credit	Manager	
had	to	be	involved.	The	other	team	member	was	chosen	based	on	her	knowledge	of	loan	procedures	and	her	
facilitation	skills.	This	person	was	the	human	resource	manager.	
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Step 3. Data gathering
Once the process and team are identified, primary data needs to be gathered in the field. The individual(s) in charge of 
the DoR process need to go out to branches, clients, etc., and observe how the process is currently taking place. Data 
needs to be triangulated i.e., data should be obtained from multiple sources before a conclusion can be drawn. For 
example, in the case of operational processes, the team has to visit more than one branch before they can draw conclu-
sions about where potential problems may lie. 

This	step	took	place	in	the	field,	where	MI-BOSPO’s	credit	manager	and	human	resource	manager	were	each	
paired	up	with	a	consultant	from	Women’s	World	Banking.	These	two	pairs	visited	two	branches,	observed	
processes,	and	also	visited	clients.	They	also	talked	to	loan	officers	and	branch	managers.	Data	was	gathered	
through	interviews	and	validated	through	observation.	Findings	included	a	lack	of	standardization	in	processes	
and	ineffective	use	of	time,	resulting	in	institutional	targets	not	being	met.

Step 4. Analysis and Creation of the New DoR Table
Data gathered needs to be compared to existing operating manuals. The DoR team needs to analyze data and agree 
on what the ideal steps in a process should be. The DoR table, reflecting the desired process, will then be completed by 
the team for the process identified. In this step, it is important to involve additional staff who know about the activi-
ties that have been identified as areas for potential “efficiency gains.” For example, if in the field it is found that loan 
disbursements are not performed as efficiently as possible due to a procedure required by the finance department, then 
the finance manager should get involved in order to find out whether the constraints can be removed and what the 
implications of such an action might be. This step is of crucial importance because the team has to know what can 
realistically be changed and what constraints may need to stay in place, and then be prepared to explain these points to 
branch managers and other staff. 

The table is constructed by asking key questions, including:

• What is each step in the process?
• What is the objective of each step?
• Who is responsible for each step?
• How can performance be measured?
• How can performance be improved?
• What documentation is needed at each step?
• What systems are used at each step?

In	this	step	the	MI-BOSPO	team	made	a	presentation	of	their	findings	to	other	top	management	(Executive	Direc-
tor,	Finance	Manager,	IT	Manager,	Lawyer	and	Internal	Auditor),	specifically	focusing	on	the	gaps	identified	be-
tween	the	designed	procedures	and	the	implemented	procedures.	Because	some	of	the	gaps	related	to	Finance,	
MIS	or	Internal	Audit	procedures,	it	was	crucial	to	involve	the	managers	of	these	areas	in	the	discussion.	The	
discussion	took	a	full	day	for	both	loan	processes,	during	which	potential	solutions	to	the	identified	gaps	were	
identified.	

The	main	findings	from	the	MI-BOSPO	DoR	analysis	of	loan	procedures	were:	

-	Processes	were	not	standardized
-	Branch	managers	did	not	realize	they	performed	processes	differently
-	Staff	was	influencing	the	timing	of	the	processes	to	suit	individual	targets	
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This	step	involved	MI-BOSPO’s	branch	managers,	the	credit	manager,	the	human	resource	manager,	and	the	two	
partners	from	Women’s	World	Banking.	The	Division	of	Responsibilities	table	was	introduced	to	branch	manag-
ers,	addressing	both	the	overall	loan	procedures	and	the	step-by-step	activities.	Discussion	focused	on	how	each	
branch	performed	the	various	steps	in	the	loan	process.	In	each	specific	step,	the	first	question	to	answer	was	
the	objective	of	that	particular	step.	Then	the	way	in	which	each	step	was	performed	in	the	different	branches	
was	presented	by	branch	managers.	Every	step	was	discussed	in	detail	and	agreement	on	the	most	efficient	pro-
cess	was	reached.	Branch	Managers	welcomed	the	opportunity	to	share	and	learn	from	each	other.

It	was	observed	that	over	time	there	was	a	tendency	to	adopt	behavior	that	was	comfortable	or	intuitive,	which	
sometimes	deviated	from	the	official	procedures.	Branch	managers	also	recognized	that	their	own	creativity	and	
willingness	to	learn	could	contribute	to	making	the	procedures	simpler	and	more	efficient.	Once	this	point	was	
recognized,	consensus	easily	emerged	on	optimal	procedures,	which	brought	a	unique	feeling	of	ownership	and	
pleasure	to	each	one	of	the	team	members.	Then	it	was	easy	to	list	the	indicators,	systems	and	documentation	
that	were	needed.	

Step 5. Discussion and Feedback from Key Management and Staff
Once a revised DoR has been developed, the team presents the framework to the managers and key staff involved in 
the process. Input is sought from each staff member and together the re-designed process is finalized. 

Step 6. The final DoR is rolled out to all staff involved in the process
The operations manual is updated with the new procedures, which can be used to train new and existing staff.

One	of	the	greatest	benefits	for	MI-BOSPO	was	the	discussion	that	emerged	from	the	findings.	It	challenged	the	
thinking	of	management	within	the	organization	including	those	individuals	in	non-	credit	functions.	Additional	
measurable	benefits	were:
-	Efficiency	gaps	were	identified	and	resolved
-	Process	efficiency	was	improved
-	Common	understanding	and	interpretation	of	the	processes

Conclusion
The Division of Responsibilities Framework is a simple tool that can assist an MFI to (1) understand in detail the 
different parts of an organizational process, such as credit procedures, and (2) determine how the process can be made 
as efficient as possible, factoring in staff and management requirements, information systems, institutional policies, 
clients and competition.

The framework, or table, is completed in a six-step process:

Step 1 Identify the process to be analyzed
Step 2 Identify the team
Step 3 Gather the data
Step 4 Analyze the results and create a new DoR table
Step 5 Discuss the new DoR table with key management and staff and revise as needed
Step 6 Roll out the finalized DoR table to all staff involved in the process
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The benefits of using the DoR framework include:

• Streamlining operational processes 
• Facilitating standardization of processes across branches
• Enhancing the sense of ownership and accountability among management and staff
• Developing a useful training tool
• Improving work flow planning
• Challenging management thinking 

Some of the challenges of using the DoR framework include: 

• It is resource intensive
• Strong skills are needed in several areas, including negotiating, interviewing and facilitation
• Periodic monitoring and follow-up are essential

Based	on	its	experience	MI-BOSPO	would	offer	two	concluding	thoughts

-	The	DoR	process	can	be	long	and	a	bit	tedious.	It	is	therefore	important	to	ensure	that	you	are	having	fun.
-	While	you	do	not	need	to	work	with	a	consultant	on	the	DoR	Framework,	it	was	beneficial	to	bring	in	an	external	
consultant	who	could	challenge	the	organization	and	ask	thought	provoking	questions.	

MI-BOSPO’s completed DoR table for its individual lending program is included on the following pages. 
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