
 
Key Learnings: Building Capacity to Scale 
Financial Inclusion 

In 2016, Kiva and the Mastercard Foundation launched a five-year partnership to test, develop, and scale high-
impact loans serving the unique needs of smallholder farmers and rural populations across Africa. This case study 
highlights key learnings from an external evaluation of the partnership conducted by The Research Base in 2020 - 
2021 to identify approaches and products that are suitable to be replicated and expanded.

Through its partnership with the Mastercard Foundation, Kiva has provided technical assistance (TA) and 
capacity-building support to its partners to enable them to adopt new or enhanced digital solutions to 
improve operational capacity, streamline services, and meet the needs of their borrowers. The TA program 
has also partnered with providers such as the African Management Institute (AMI) to develop and deliver 
online business training for early-stage social enterprises.

To date, the TA program has supported 12 lending partners and 20 Social Enterprise partners across 14 
projects, including:

Development of Management Information Systems (MIS) to improve loan appraisals and tracking.

Creation of new app-based loan systems that target the most hard-to-reach borrowers in remote areas, 
refugee camps and other underserved communities. 

Integration with Kiva’s Application Programming Interface (API) to reduce burden of manual data input 
for smaller partners. 

Program Impact 

At a practical level, the TA program has helped partners to create greater scalability by reducing the time 
needed for manual data input and targeting parts of the workflow prone to high volumes of errors. This has 
resulted in greater efficiency in loan processing and management, as well as increased loan volume. 

More broadly, the TA program has enabled Kiva to work with its partners to expand financial access and 
maximize social impact. Support for technological innovations related to mobile lending, for example, has 
allowed partners to reach borrowers directly rather than requiring borrowers to travel to a branch. This 
has enhanced partners’ ability to reach marginalized groups such as refugees, women and rural farmers.

Digital loan systems have also provided partners with the opportunity to collect and analyze borrower data 
in real time, as well as to start to build an ongoing database to capture longitudinal borrower data. Enhanced 
data collection has already led to partners adapting existing loan products and services, in particular in 
response to the COVID-19 crisis.   

Key success factors for ongoing program delivery include:

Taking a proactive approach with field and social enterprise partners to identify critical areas for TA 
support and encourage TA grant applications.

Establishing realistic project deliverables, indicators and timelines from the outset.

Matching technical specialists with the most appropriate skills and experience for each specific partner.
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Delivering feasibility studies and pilots before full project implementation.

Involving in-house IT teams in the design and delivery of digital TA projects, creating the internal capacity 
to maintain new digital systems after initial implementation.

Investing in staff training to maximize effective take-up of enhanced digital solutions.

Case Study: UGAFODE 
UGAFODE Microfinance, a deposit taking microfinance institution based in Uganda that provides financial 
services to low-income farmers and other marginalized communities, recognized a need to improve the 
overall quality of its loan offerings after identifying that agricultural loans (which make up almost half of its 
portfolio) had a high default rate. As an organization, it lacked the specialist agricultural knowledge to adapt 
loans to the needs of agricultural borrowers and improve repayment rates. A TA grant from Kiva provided 
funds to hire a consultant to assess its strategy for delivering agricultural loans, as well as to train existing 
staff on agricultural lending risks and mitigation strategies. The TA grant also supported technological 
upgrades to integrate with the Kiva API, allowing UGAFODE to increase the volume of loans that it 
provides for agricultural borrowers. 

The TA project highlighted that agricultural borrowers would be better 
served by flexible repayment schedules matched to their specific crop, 
rather than being tied to a standardized repayment schedule associated 
with group lending. As UGAFODE explains, ‘If someone is going to grow 
maize, that takes four months, [but] the person is supposed to pay after every 
two weeks? It means that they are starting to pay even before the crop 
germinates.’ As a result, loan products have now been categorized according 
to specific crops or livestock products in order to correlate repayment 
rates with borrowers’ cashflows. 

UGAFODE also recruited an agricultural expert to lead a dedicated agricultural lending unit. This has 
further enhanced organizational capacity to both assess risk and adapt loans to the needs of smallholder 
farmers. The development of an auto-analysis tool has further enhanced its approach to risk assessment. The 
combination of investment in consultancy, training and digital infrastructure has improved repayment rates 
as well as facilitated an increase of 20% in the overall loan portfolio.  

Case Study: African Entrepreneur Collective (AEC) 
AEC supports entrepreneurs in Rwanda and Kenya with finance and 
capacity-building support, and has received two Kiva TA grants to facilitate 
the transformation of their digital loan management systems. An initial grant 
provided funds for an integrated loan and accounting system to facilitate 
AEC’s expansion into micro-loans for refugee entrepreneurs, with this 
enhanced digital platform designed to offer AEC the flexibility to add new 
products, users and locations in the future. Staff training provided further 
support to ensure that loan applications and monitoring were delivered 
effectively. The new digital platform has reduced the average time required 
for loan due diligence from 30 days to 14 days, as well as increased AEC’s 
cloud storage capacity to allow them to reach a greater number of 
borrowers.  

A second grant in response to the COVID-19 pandemic has allowed AEC to create a digital loan application 
portal for borrowers to apply online, as well as moving to digital training solutions. ‘Not every funder comes in 
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‘When Covid hit, we knew 
that our participants needed 

access to capital, but 
movement restrictions 

prevented any in-person visits. 
Immediately, we needed a 
digital way to engage with 

our current and prospective 
borrowers.’ 

‘This [TA grant] has enabled 
us to improve on the quality of 
the work and also the quality 
of the loan assessment and 
analysis, which also helps us 

to be able to help the 
customers get what they 

need.’
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and offers very specific funding for internal capacity building... Right now, being one of the largest lenders to refugees 
on the continent, there is so much need and we are really seeing growth at a very, very accelerated pace, and we can 
only do that through technology’. Within the space of a few months, AEC staff in six refugee camps were 
equipped with the digital support needed to accept lending applications via a mobile app, with due diligence 
being conducted remotely by staff working in Kigali.

Case Study: Komaza  
Komaza is a for-profit social enterprise that works with smallholder farmers in Kenya to develop 
sustainable, high yield agricultural solutions within the forestry sector. Komaza has an innovative distributed 
smallholder forestry model, which means that rather than taking the traditional approach of planting on one 
large piece of land, Komaza plants on small woodlots in partnership with smallholder farmers - around 
25,000 farmers in total. 

Komaza worked closely with Kiva to identify how to harness digital solutions 
to drive forward this well-established model of ‘micro-forestry’ and support 
for its partners. The resulting technical assistance project aimed to improve 
the agricultural support offered to existing farmer partners, as well as rapidly 
expand Komaza’s customer base to reach more farmers: ‘In order to be able to 
scale complex smallholder forestry operations, Komaza required a custom made 
sustainable technology solution to enable us to simplify operational complexity and 
manage farms distributed across the Kenyan coast and beyond with ease.’

A technical assistance grant from Kiva provided the funds for Komaza’s mobile app Fennel to be rolled out 
to all frontline staff and farmer partners. It also allowed Komaza to put in place cloud-based software 
capable of capturing data input into the app. The Fennel app is designed to: (i) it offers a way for frontline 
staff to know exactly what activities they need to do, on which farms, by what date, at any given point; (ii) it 
allows for data collection on farming activity and farm maintenance; (iii) it creates the opportunity for 
remote agricultural support based on modeling drawn from the full dataset.  All of this provides Komaza 
with a tool that enables frontline staff to accurately carry out forestry activities with smallholder farmers in 
a timely way, while also providing invaluable data to inform strategic and operational decision-making.

Case Study: Apollo Agriculture 
Apollo Agriculture provides financing and bundled input packages for small-scale farmers in Kenya to 
optimize farming practices and increase yields and profits. Its core product combines an agricultural loan of 
high quality seeds and fertilizers from approved suppliers, agricultural advice and training throughout the 
planting season, and insurance for farmers’ crops. 

Apollo has leveraged technology to scale up its operations rapidly, serving more than 40,000 customers 
since its first season in 2017. To facilitate this growth, it developed a digital, streamlined process to deliver 
services to farmers using a suite of proprietary mobile apps and software. These technologies allow Apollo 
to digitize loan application, approval and disbursement, product purchases and repayments, as well as to 
keep operating costs as low as possible.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Apollo also received a technical assistance grant from Kiva for 
rigorous experimentation and analysis of new approaches to supporting customers, including local language 
SMS, new communication formats, and an emphasis on establishing customer relationships. The aim was to 
provide access to better data to enable Apollo to tailor repayment plans and support customers on a 
healthy pathway to repayment despite fear and uncertainty around the pandemic. 
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‘We address rural poverty 
by providing this long term 

sustainable income for 
farmers through forestry 
and then also prevent 

deforestation by providing a 
sustainable wood supply.’
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