
 
Key Learnings: From Loan Innovation to 
Greater Financial Access for Women 

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.

Loan innovation is a key strategy deployed by Kiva and its partners to reduce, and even remove, the barriers 
to financial inclusion. With Kiva’s support, lending partners have developed, tested and scaled up new loan 
products and services in order to expand financial access for underserved populations, while ensuring that 
the quality of products and services remains consistently high.  

The thematic case studies below provide examples of some of these innovations for key target groups 
supported by Kiva and its lending partners. These innovations can be drawn together into three broad 
approaches, with many partners adopting more than one of these strategies across their loan products to 
better meet the needs of their borrowers:  

Removing barriers: Removing potential barriers to accessing finance, such as by offering interest-free 
loans, provision of loans that are not backed by collateral and flexible repayment schedules.

Tailoring loans: Designing loans to target and serve specific underserved groups, such as refugees, or 
specific borrower needs, such as solar energy lighting.

Providing wraparound support: Providing holistic support in combination with lending, such as 
provision of core resources, knowledge sharing and technical assistance to maximize loan impact.

A Focus on Women’s Economic Empowerment 
Kiva field and social enterprise partners have developed a wide range of strategies to ensure that their 
products and services are accessible to women, who face greater and different barriers to accessing finance 
compared with their male counterparts. These strategies include lending to women without requiring 
collateral; employing female loan officers; establishing supply chain networks that ensure women receive 
higher renumeration for their products than otherwise available; offering additional financial and educational 
training; creating support networks to maximize the impact of loans; and developing mobile lending 
infrastructure that enables women to access and manage loans without the need to travel long distances. At 
present, women make up more than 80% of funded Kiva borrowers.

The case studies below highlight two different business models that support vulnerable girls and women to 
achieve greater economic independence, as well as contribute to the broader systems change needed to 
advance economic equity for women. 

Case Study: CAMFED 

CAMFED is a not-for-profit supporting marginalized rural girls to access schooling and achieve economic 
independence in five countries: Ghana, Malawi, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and Zambia. The program consists of a 
series of integrated elements. Firstly, CAMFED works with government schools to identify the most 
vulnerable girls and cover the costs of their fees and provide them with support packages of items essential 
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to complete their schooling. Upon graduating, the girls are invited to join the CAMFED alumni network, 
which provides access to work experience, business training and, through its partnership with Kiva, zero-
interest loans to start their own enterprises. These loans typically range from $200 to $1,000.

CAMFED works strategically with girls in rural areas most likely to experience endemic poverty without 
some form of intervention: ‘We work primarily in rural communities so in terms of job opportunities and business 
opportunities it’s really providing the capital that allows these young women to get themselves out of poverty.’ To 
obtain a loan, a member of the alumni network volunteers to help school children, her fellow alumni 
members, or her community through a structured volunteer role. For example, many alumni become 
Learner Guides and return to their local school to work with a cohort of girls for two and a half hours per 
week across the school year. 

CAMFED identifies its partnership with Kiva as critical to its current scale 
of operations, citing zero-interest loans as a unique offering that helps 
them support young women in achieving financial independence. To date, 
CAMFED has supported 4.1 million children through school with 158,000 
young women joining their alumni network, of which over 8,000 have 
accessed a Kiva loan. CAMFED has also benefited from a grant from Kiva 
to run design thinking workshops to build the entrepreneurial skills of  
alumni in Malawi and Tanzania. ‘[The workshops enabled] young women 
themselves to come up with solutions to their problems, understanding that 
they’re the local experts and they understand what the solutions are.’ 

Case Study: Naasakle International 

Naasakle International ensures that Ghanaian women working in local cooperatives to harvest shea nuts 
receive a higher-than-market price for their produce, and provides them with training in financial literacy 
and personal well-being. Many of the women that Naasakle International works with have low levels of 
education and literacy, lack access to basic technology and do not speak English. Harvesting shea nuts that 
grow on public land represents their sole income. Naasakle International purchases the raw nuts and turns 
them into produce ready to sell globally: ‘We essentially bridge the gap between rural shea pickers in rural Ghana 
and global shea butter demand.’ 

Naasakle International has received two loans from Kiva’s Social Enterprise Program, which serves high-
impact small and growing businesses that find themselves too big for microfinance and too small for 
traditional banks. An initial loan enabled them to invest in equipment and infrastructure so they could scale 
up their operations threefold. A second COVID-19 relief loan has helped provide financial security for the 
business during the pandemic. To further amplify impact, Naasakle International and Kiva are exploring a 
third loan that would allow the enterprise to offer pre-financing to its harvesting partners. Overall, Naasakle 
International emphasizes the value of Kiva working closely with its social enterprise partners to support 
business growth in order to expand access to marginalized communities, and to encourage opportunities to 
innovate and drive business models forward.
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‘We have found on average 
that every girl we support 
through school supports 

another three girls within her 
community through school 
herself so it’s that model of 

this virtuous cycle.’
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