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Universal Standards and SPI4 Feedback Session 
Kenya Summit, 2019-Jun-24 

Opening Remarks to Explain the Universal Standards Review Process 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Thank you to everyone for joining us today. This is a very knowledgeable group and you are all 
also very active in promoting financial inclusion that focuses on benefits for clients, and we feel 
so lucky that we are able to have all of you in one room for this day of feedback, peer exchange, 
and learning. Since we will all be working so closely together throughout the day, let’s take a 
few minutes to introduce ourselves. [Introductions] 
 
Before we dive into the discussions, we want to take these opening minutes to explain our 
objectives for the day and how those fit with our overall strategy to maintain and support the 
Universal Standards. It turns out that defining this strategy – meaning how exactly we “maintain 
and support the Universal Standards” - has involved a great deal of debate, and I think it is 
important for everyone in this room to understand it, and to hear the arguments for and against 
various options that have led us to our ultimate decisions about how to shape this process. 
 
To begin, this is a review year for the Universal Standards for Social Performance Management. 
An immediate question you may ask is,” Why review the standards?” Or, “Why review them 
now?” The answer is that we follow the guidance of ISEAL, a non-governmental organization 
that is the global leader in defining and communicating what good practice looks like for 
sustainable standards. According to ISEAL, standard setting bodies should review their standards 
approximately every three years, both to correct any problems in the existing standards that need 
correcting, and to update the standards to make sure they remain current and relevant, given how 
every sector inevitably evolves over time. I am sure you will agree that we have all indeed seen 
enormous changes in the financial inclusion sector over the years, in which an ever increasing 
variety of the types of providers are offering microfinance products and services. And, we have 
also witnessed significant changes to the delivery models and channels that they use, in large part 
due to technological innovation but also due to increased understanding of how to deliver what 
clients needs efficiently.  
 
So, we start from a premise that it is good practice to review the Universal Standards at regular 
intervals. In this case, it’s been 3-4 years since our last update.  
 
But, immediately, we must also recognize that updating the Universal Standards is a very 
complex exercise that involves much more than identifying changes to make to the manual. As 
everyone in this room is well aware, there is a large infrastructure that supports the 
implementation of the Universal Standards. To summarize it into broad categories, the principal 
elements of the infrastructure are these: 

• The Universal Standards manual 
• The SPI4 audit tool 
• Smart certification processes and tools 
• Social rating processes and tools 
• ALINUS and other investor due diligence tools 
• Training and accrediting of SPI4 auditors and Smart assessors 
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• Resources, including these: a) guidance documents such as the SPI4 user audit guide and 
the Universal Standards implementation guide; b) online training courses; c) case studies 

• Regulation that integrates the Universal Standards 
• Most of these resources are available in different languages, so they can be useful 

internationally. At minimum, our key resources are available in English, French, Spanish 
and some are also translated into Portuguese, Arabic, Russian, Indonesian, Lao, 
Vietnamese, and more. 

 
Arguably, the Universal Standards serve little practical purpose without having this infrastructure 
behind them to support awareness raising and especially implementation. Updating such a vast 
infrastructure is expensive and time consuming, and requires huge efforts to share and 
communicate on updated versions, and though CERISE, Smart Campaign, and SPTF make every 
effort to coordinate and collaborate to share these costs, still updating the infrastructure is a 
daunting expense for even our combined budgets to take on. 
 
Additionally, and even more critical than the budget issue, is this question, “Does changing the 
standards every 3-4 years risk discouraging implementation?” We have seen progress, definitely, 
toward widespread adoption of the Universal Standards, and yet it remains that almost every 
organization we work with has some improvement left to make to be compliant with the existing 
standards. In many cases, significant gaps remain. We have worked so hard to build buy-in and 
understanding. Now we have raters offering products that are totally aligned with the Universal 
Standards, and an increasing number of social investors using the ALINUS tool in due diligence. 
Would revising the Universal Standards hurt this momentum, and diminish enthusiasm for using 
them? We have heard from many that having a stable tool is more effective for many reasons – 
people now understand it, are using it, and as they continue to use it, can compare year-over-year 
data. 
 
And yet, there is the counter argument that we are standards setting bodies and industry leaders. 
It is our role to remain at the forefront of understanding best practice and disseminating that to 
the world. We are thought leaders. If our experience over the last several years has shown us that 
additional elements are needed to strengthen the standards, and if new technology and actors 
make new standards required to address how microfinance products are now marketed, provided, 
and monitored, should we not be strong voices communicating how to do that responsibly and 
advocating for all to adapt in order to align with best practices? 
 
So, as I said, it has been a lively debate. Perhaps there is no right answer. But this is what we 
know today: 

1. We absolutely want to hear from you about the strengths and weaknesses of the 
Universal Standards, the SPI4 tool, and the associated other infrastructure. It is important 
to us to know where we need to clarify, add, or adjust. 

2. We will adopt a pragmatic and transparent timeline to adjust our infrastructure to 
integrate your feedback. Smaller changes, such as those related to clarity, can be made 
we hope by year-end. Bigger changes, such as major revision of current standard, or 
adding new standards for DFS, SME, Green, etc., will be integrated in different ways, 
such as existing in standalone modules and good practices shared and communicated in 
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guidance documents. Stronger integration into the core body of the Universal Standards 
will be done later when fully tested and fine-tuned. 

3. We are hosting another feedback session like this at the Semaine Africaine de la 
Microfinance conference this October in Burkina Faso. We are also hoping to organize a 
similar session for SPTF members in Latin America. After this fall, we will combine our 
notes from the various feedback workshops, and we will release likely in late November 
or December an update on our process and activities to the full SPTF-CERISE-Smart 
Campaign combined databases for comment. And after that public comment period, we 
will define at the start of 2020 how we will integrate your collective feedback into our 
resources. 

 
With all of the above in mind, please see below for a summary of the types of feedback that we 
would like to hear from auditors: 

1. Feedback on the Universal Standards 
• Do these standards still reflect our best understanding of what social performance 

management practices an FSP should have in place? If not, what is missing? 
• How have you seen FSPs apply the Universal Standards, particularly after an 

audit? Meaning, what is useful to do after the audit is done to make sure the 
information is understood, disseminated, acted upon? 

• In what way do the Universal Standards provide value to FSPs?  
2. Feedback on SPI4: 

• How easy/difficult is it to get the data you need to respond to each indicator? 
• What indicators remain confusing? 
• Is any practice/focus needed in SPM missing? 
• How do you value the social dashboards, the importing functions (from Smart 

Campaign in particular), the Green Index? 
• What kinds of pushback or argument do you get from the institutions about your 

analysis? 
• Does any indicator not always apply (not counting the ones that already have an 

“N/A” option)? 
• Would you change anything? 

3. Feedback on resources: 
• Do you use the resources we provide, and why or why not? Do you know about 

them? 
• Do you have the resources you need? What additional guidance might you like? 
• What resources/material are the most useful? 

4. Answer a survey. Based on your experience, what types of changes to the Universal 
Standards would you recommend? Please choose from the options below: 

o 0 – Make no changes: No changes needed right now. The Universal Standards 
are valid and the most important task now is to focus on implementing them. 

o 1 – Fix small issues to improve clarity: There are some issues in the SPI4 tool 
that need fixing, for example related to wording that is confusing, or redundancy, 
or perhaps certain indicators should offer the option to answer “N/A” but 
currently do not. Overall, however, we do not need to change the content of the 
Universal Standards. The Universal Standards are valid and the most important 
task now is to focus on implementing them. 
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o 2 – Update the content of the Universal Standards. The Universal Standards 
need updated content. Some possible reasons to update are as follows: a) some 
management practices that are important for good SPM are not (fully) 
represented; b) we know of better practices now that should replace what we 
previously recommended; c) there are areas where the standards are too difficult, 
and we need to revise our recommendations to make them more realistic; d) there 
are areas where the standards are too easy to comply with, and we need to revise 
our recommendations to make them more rigorous.  

o 3 – Create new modules to address additional issues: The core of the Universal 
Standards remain valid for all FSPs. But, for certain actors, there are important 
issues (e.g., SME finance, responsible digital financial services, and combating 
environmental damage) that should be addressed in additional modules. 

o 4 – Other. Please explain your view: _______________________ 
 
Thank you very much for your input! 


