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Today, the microfinance industry is facing bigger expectations when it comes to achieving the millennium goal of reducing poverty. The aim of this paper is, on one hand, to understand how donor agencies and practitioners are responding to this concern through the development and use of poverty assessment tools. On the other hand, the paper puts the light on the stake of choosing the appropriate instrument for a poverty-oriented institution, taking the case of Fondation Zakoura in Morocco. 

The theoretical frame provided in the first part of the study begins with a discussion on the role of poverty and targeting tools in understanding the served population and in controlling the achievement of legally imposed objectives. The latter statement refers to the US Poverty Mandate of 2002 which determines absolute poverty and extreme poverty levels on national and international basis, and enforces the use of USAID certified poverty tools in the funded institutions. 

The various tools are then classified into four categories (non-measurement, rapid assessment, economic variable and integrative approach), explained and evaluated according to their simplicity of use, their practicality, their cost, their accuracy and their adaptability to microfinance institutions.  From non-measurement to economic variable tools, we notice an increase in accuracy and cost with a decrease in simplicity. The integrative instruments, however, seem to present the best trade-off between practicality and accuracy. 

To complete this review, we analyze the contributions of the new generation of tools, namely the Grameen Progress out of Poverty Index and the USAID Poverty Assessment Tool. In addition to their absolute approach of poverty, these instruments have the advantage to be area specific, being based on indicators extracted from national surveys. Nevertheless, the mandatory application of the USAID PAT raises a strong debate among proponents and opponents.

Moreover, this classification resulted into two other findings. Firstly, there are two ways to target the poor: a “passive” targeting and an “active” targeting and assessing. Active targeting can be reinforced by combining various tools and approaches. The choice of the strategy and combination depends on the institution’s poverty orientation. Secondly, the practitioners that wish to compare their poverty outreach with national and international peers have more interest into using the absolute and standardized measures of poverty stated in the US Congress. 
In the second part of the paper, the Moroccan context of poverty, the Fondation Zakoura social performance policy and its previous experience with the Progress out of Poverty Index are decisive elements in the design of an appropriate poverty tool for the institution. Concerning poverty in Morocco, there is an emphasis on rural and women specificities as to define poverty, in addition to the usual issues of illiteracy, number of children, access to food and health, access to housing, etc. 

On the institution’s side, we notice a targeting mix based on two types of tools: non-measurement (geographical and women targeting) and integrative. Indeed, this strategy is materialized by its commitment to reach fixed poverty goals (80% of women - 20% of very poor and 30% of poor) with reference to national poverty lines and its current poverty mapping project. However, the 2007 experience with the Grameen Moroccan PPI did not entirely answer to the institution’s needs. The biggest limits of the PPI stand in its outdated indicators and poverty lines (based on the 1998/1999 National Survey), as well as in the incapacity to segment the non-poor, which turned out to compose the largest part of Zakoura’s portfolio. The advantages of qualitative data are also highlighted.

Taking into account all this elements, a conceptual analysis of the institution’s poverty assessment tool is carried out. This includes the definition of the tool objectives (to know the population served, to adapt services to each segment, to assess impact, to reach poverty goals and to compare to national and international peers), the choice of indicators (based on the coming national survey, the Moroccan specificities and the institution’s requirements), the methodological approach (3 testing stages), the implementation process (translation, training, Information System, supervision, etc.) and finally the expected difficulties in the design and application of the tool (statistical manipulations, operational challenges, etc.) 

