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

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.  

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.

Engaging Refugee Communities 
Kiva Labs has worked closely with specific field partners to increase access to finance for refugees, many of 
whom would have no access to secure and affordable finance in the absence of these initiatives. Both of the 
partners highlighted in the case studies below emphasize Kiva’s unique role in supporting and encouraging 
their transition to serving refugee communities. These initiatives have also helped to create the evidence 
required to demonstrate that lending to refugees does not carry a greater risk than lending to other groups. 
In making the case for expanded access for refugees communities, Kiva and its partners provide a direct 
contribution to systems change within a newly emerging lending market. 

Case Study: African Entrepreneur Collective (AEC) 

African Entrepreneur Collective (AEC) works to support local entrepreneurs in Rwanda and Kenya to grow 
their businesses and create jobs. AEC initially introduced low-cost loans to small and medium enterprise 
owners after establishing its partnership with Kiva. After securing financial backing from Kiva for lending to 
refugee entrepreneurs in 2016, AEC launched a pilot program in Rwanda, and then expanded it to support 
refugees in Kenya. In addition to loan capital, Kiva provided a technical assistance grant for an integrated 
loan and accounting system to facilitate AEC’s expansion into micro-loans for refugee entrepreneurs. 

AEC is currently the largest lender to refugees in sub-Saharan Africa. To date, it has provided more than 
1,400 loans through its partnership with Kiva, amounting to a total of approximately $1.8 million. Borrowers 
receive a mix of business training, advisory services and direct access to capital, and all clients are required 
to complete one of AEC’s business programs as a way of ‘de-risking’ the investment. AEC credits both the 
experimental and flexible approach pursued by Kiva, as well as the strong feedback loop it has created with 
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its borrowers, as the key factors in being able to test and adapt its products to ensure that they meet the 
specific needs of refugee entrepreneurs. 

In particular, creating inclusive loan products for refugee communities has been one of the greatest areas of 
learning for AEC. From the outset, AEC was aware of the need to develop 
tailored loans for the largely Muslim population of Somali refugees living in the 
camps in Kenya. During the initial development of loan product, AEC engaged a 
consultant with prior experience of Islamic banking and shared the proposed 
products with local Imams before rolling them out to borrowers. AEC also 
takes a proactive approach to collecting feedback from borrowers during the 
due diligence, disbursement, and repayment processes to ensure that the loan 
products continue to meet the needs of these clients. 

Data compiled by AEC provides a solid evidence base that refugee borrowers 
represent a commercially viable market with delinquency rates comparable to 
general borrower trends: AEC has awarded more than 1,000 loans to refugee borrowers so far while 
maintaining a repayment rate of 98%. ‘We now actually feel very emboldened to prove that this is a commercially 
viable market. And we want to go from 1,000 refugee loans to 10,000 refugee loans.’’

Case Study: UGAFODE 

UGAFODE is a microfinance deposit-taking institution operating in Uganda. Its business model focuses on 
providing financial services and access to capital for low-income smallholder farmers in rural areas where 
access to finance is limited. More recently, UGAFODE has started to develop loans for refugee communities 
based in Uganda: ‘This was perceived as a no-go zone for everybody, and I am happy to report that it was 
UGAFODE in Uganda that was the first institution to set up a branch in a refugee settlement.’ 

Kiva has supported UGAFODE in making the transition into refugee lending from the outset. As well as 
supporting a pilot phase, Kiva also provided the necessary backing to enable UGAFODE to apply to the 
Bank of Uganda to undertake lending to refugees. To date, over 4,000 refugees have established an account 
with UGAFODE, of whom approximately 721 have taken out loans. The Kiva model of funding ensures that 
UGAFODE can offer these refugees access to low-cost finance. 
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‘We heard very early on 
that Islamic banking 

products were needed 
and expected, so we 

started developing and 
adapting immediately.’


	Key Learnings: From Loan Innovation to Greater Financial Access for Refugees
	Engaging Refugee Communities


