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Key takeaways for this session 

● Financial Service Providers (FSPs) should view partnering with fintechs as an opportunity 
to achieve their goals. FSPs are unlikely to have all the skills internally that are required 
to do what they want to do, but they do know their clients and have their trust, so 
partnerships are mutually beneficial. 

● When considering digital transformation, the first step is to be very clear on what the 
end goal is of the transformation and the vision for how it will happen.  

● Digital transformation will not be successful without buy-in from every person in the 
organization, from the board members down to the field staff. Take the time to 
communicate with everyone about the transformation and get their feedback. 

● FSPs should be constantly looking for ways to be more efficient in their processes and 
effective for their clients. Those who do not prioritize innovation are unlikely to survive. 

● A partnership will fail unless the both parties benefit financially from the arrangement, 
both parties have the same vision, and both parties are very clear about who has access 
to the client and in what context. 

 

 
Detailed session notes 
 

● The panel composition changed and instead of having a speaker from Equity, Anup 
Singh from MSC joined the panel 

● Fintech is often painted a threat to traditional MFIs – they think watch out or we’ll be 
irrelevant. But, in fact fintechs represent an incredible opportunity to help providers 
achieve their goals. 

● Raliat Sunmonu of Accion Global Advisory Services (GLAS) declared that digital 
transformation is key to our survival. 

● Maelis Carraro of BFA Global asked Raliat how GLAS has supported microfinance 
institutions with digital transformation in a responsible way. She answered as follows: 

o The first thing we do is to realize that every journey is different. Every FSP will 
have its own vision for what it wants to become and what its digital 
transformation journey will look like. Where GLAS starts is working with the 
institution to define the vision.  

o GLAS works with board and senior executives so they have a clear understanding 
of what the transformation journey is and the value that this will bring to the 
customer, the institution, and the entire ecosystem. If the board understands 
this, it’s easier for them to provide the guidance that is necessary through the 
transformation journey. 
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o Digital transformation typically is expensive. GLAS works with the FSP to identify 
priorities and to identify KPIs to monitor whether they are actually achieving the 
objectives that they set out to meet. 

● Maelis asked about the KPIs – are they all business metrics, or are some related to value 
to the client? Raliat says they start with the business case and then dig deeper into 
customer value, employee value, and process optimization. 

● Anup says MSC follows a similar approach. It starts with a detailed digital readiness 
assessment looking at internal and external factors. It’s important to know what is 
present in the ecosystem. Next, define the core intrinsic motivation for this institution 
to transform. 

● Maelis asked Anup, “What are the biggest challenges that you are seeing?”  
o Getting clarity on what the real motivation is for the institution to transform 
o Commitment to the cause 
o Communication to everyone, even down to the field, and getting their feedback 
o Buy-in from everyone 
o Raising awareness that digital transformation takes a long time. For example, 

MSC worked with one institution that took 3.5 years to transform and another 
that took 6 years. 

o Accepting that there will be failures. 
o Changing the organizational culture. 
o Risk of mission drift. 

● Raliat says how the institution defines what it is trying to do and deciding on which 
approach it will ultimately take is very tough. There are so many options. 

● Digital transformation is not just about implementing technology. It’s about business 
models and strategy and how you innovate. Often internally the institution doesn’t have 
all the skills it needs to do all of this. And going out and finding talent can be tough 
because there is more demand for excellent talent than there is supply. 

● Think about how to bring in the full suite of your customers and involve them in the 
journey. That’s another challenge. 

● Ted Pantone of Turaco (Kenya) says that the FSPs that are more digital and more 
innovative will be winning down the road, and those that are not will not. Ted has noted 
that conversations with fintechs are faster than conversations with banks. Some find it 
easier to realize that to catalyze their growth they need to work with a partner rather 
than to do it all by themselves. 

● Partnerships are key in helping to offer a greater, superior value to your customers 
when you as an institution don’t have all the skill sets or technical capacity to offer it. 

● Though partnerships have huge potential to benefit FSPs, executing them is often 
challenging. 

● Maelis asked, “What is the essence of a successful partnership? What do you look for in 
a partner?” 

o Ted: Alignment on the customer that we’re trying to serve. The partners who are 
very customer-leaning tend to have a more seamless partnership. When a 
partner fears that Turaco may be stealing its customers, or isn’t as interested in 
serving the customer well, or committed to close communication, it’s harder. 
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o Anup: Think about a partnership as a couple, boy girl, but then there are lot of 
cousins and in-laws and others in the mix and whose birthdays you have to 
remember. 

● MSC shared an example of an FSP it worked with that has 18 different partnerships. This 
FSP has been good at identifying what the pain points are and building partnerships to 
address each one. 

● In partnership, there needs to be alignment of vision and alignment of monetary value 
in the partnership as well. 

● Alignment of values and synergies, as well as good monetary value for all, are key. 
● Raliat says approach a partnership with intent. There are hidden dangers in setting up a 

strategic partnership. It can be the question of who owns the customer? In 2-3 years, 
will this partner become a competitor? So it’s important to define at what point who is 
interacting with the customer and to get alignment on the messages communicated to 
the customer. Also be very clear on what each partner brings to the table.  

● The partnership could be only transactional or it could be truly strategic. 
● There were a lot FSPs represented in the room during this session, but only a minority of 

them had already developed partnerships with fintechs. 
● Maelis offers a tip: think about the internal capacity of the staff of the FSP to 

understand the value of the partnership. If the partnership alleviates a pain point for 
staff, the value of the partnership will be clear to staff and it will be easier to set up the 
partnership. 

● Maelis warns against partnering with the first potential partner who comes along. Be 
more discriminating and do your research on your choices. 

● How do you design a product to build trust with the customer and to build a product 
that will actually get used by the customer? 

o Turaco says it does a lot of communicating to the customer about the product. 
Turaco offers embedded insurance products and opt-in insurance products. In 
both cases, Turaco wants the customers to know that they have insurance. It 
also creates a culture so that staff understand that we want claims to be paid 
and we celebrate claims that are claimed. 

o MSC focuses on what it used to call “market-led solutions” and what is now 
being called “customer centricity.” At every step of developing a product or 
service, you have to include the customer. Understand what the customers are 
using from the informal, semi-formal, and formal financial systems. What do 
they like and don’t like about each? Then use this information to develop your 
prototype. Then take the prototype to customers for feedback and refine it 
based on what you hear.  

o MSC recommends a strong focus on the user interface and how the product is 
delivered to the customer. Don’t let the interface be designed by someone who 
has never met a customer. 

o For customers who are illiterate and innumerate, there are solutions to develop 
an interface that they would want to use, but you have to communicate with 
them and build trust. 
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o From market research, MSC has learned that people don’t want complicated 
products. They want interfaces built around use cases, such as get money or save 
money or transfer money.  

o MSC shared an example of a project where it learned that women were saving 
money in different jars in their household for different purposes (e.g., school 
fees, daily food). So, MSC helped a partner mimic that savings system in the 
digital space, where the e-wallet had a sort of different “jar” for different types 
of savings, meaning a different savings wallet with different features for each 
savings purpose. 

● Raliat says as we do customer research, an important principle to keep in mind is how 
you ask the questions you ask. How you do your surveys is just as important as the 
insights you get from the survey. GLAS works with partners to get insight on not only 
what customers like and don’t like, but also how their values and motivation. 

● When GLAS develops a product, it goes out and tests all the different features – test the 
tag line, test the user interface, test the product design. When you go to market with a 
new product, ask what about this is working and what is not? 

● You’re going to have more tech savvy and less tech savvy customers. You want to 
provide different pathways so that any type of customer can access the same set of 
services. Look at channels and look at distribution models and see how you can reduce 
friction for whoever the customer happens to be and whatever segment they fall in. 

● Consider how to strike the right balance between tech and touch. You need both. Ted 
says, “If I’m a customer and I’ve never had insurance before in my life, and you tell me 
via text message to buy insurance, I’ll never do it.” You have to have someone engaging 
with you either in person or over the phone. Turaco has field agents and call center 
agents. It uses a pretty heavy human touch approach for the opt-in product. The 
economics of it are good when the sale is done in partnership with someone with also 
has a business model that works. 

● You get stickiness with a customer when s/he has made a decision to buy a product 
after a good human interaction. Turaco retains 98% of its customers each month. 

● MSC notes a clear divide between what can be done using tech and what can be done 
using touch. 

● Touch means there is a human interaction, but it does not necessarily mean in person. 
● There are three key points where you need touch: 1) when the customer is making a 

decision, they want someone to help guide that decision; 2) when they have a problem 
and need help solving it, and 3) if you need to remind them of their commitments, like 
reminders to repay. 

● If a customer repays regularly, you don’t need to keep calling that person to repay. They 
won’t like that. They’ll say you know I repay, why are you calling me? In this case an SMS 
reminder is fine. 

● Turaco uses Google design sprint methodology. You meet with customers in every week 
of the process. 

● Raliat discussed business case. What is the business case for going digital? And within 
the plan, for each activity, be clear on the business case for that activity. 
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● Do not equate upgrading a core banking system with digital transformation. They are 
not the same thing. Digital transformation is a much bigger undertaking. 

● There are always short term tradeoffs. In many instances, you are trying things you’ve 
never done before. For example, when you pilot a product, you take a short hit on the 
bottom line, but the pilot informs decisions and so makes you able in the longer term to 
have a better design and therefore a positive financial return. 

● MSC has looked into how institutions have fared regarding the business case of digital 
transformation. The answer it is very context specific.  

● An example of how digital transformation changes the expense structure: Only 3% of 
Equity Bank transactions now happen in branches. The branches that remain open are 
moving toward offering high-level advisory service centers. Because of the rise in self-
service banking, ATMs and branches are not used as much, and Equity can move away 
from investing in fixed costs and go to a variable cost model. 

● When Equity Bank started working with agents, they had over crowded branches and 
wanted to move the crowd out of the branches. This was the original reason to develop 
an agent network. But when Equity set up agents, in addition to some of the crowd that 
had been in the branches going out and starting to use agents instead, a lot of people 
who had never been clients before came and started using agents. 

● The institutions on a low growth curve take about 5-6 years to realize the full potential 
of digital transformation. 

● As much as you focus on digital transformation, think about the segment. If you are 
reaching customers who were previously unserved, you get new customers, and this is a 
very clear business case. 

● Maelis gave an example of an FSP in Bangladesh that partnered with mobile money 
providers to allow customers to pay on their own time. The cost of each transaction was 
very high to the FSP and at first the FSP considered not going continuing with the service 
because of this high cost. But then it realized what other effects the transition to mobile 
money had had, for example in the ways the FSP trained, assigned responsibilities, and 
did collections, and how these changes also affected costs. When it considered the big 
picture impact on all the processes, not just on the channel for repayment, the cos 
savings and therefore the business case became clearer. 

● Bottom line: you need patience to see positive return from digital transformation. 
● What about the excluded? Raliat says institutions tend to feel that some customer types 

will benefit more than others from digital transformation. But you need to invest in 
financial education and also work with the customer to change their mindset and 
behavior and understand the new digital tools and products. Likely you will have to rely 
heavily on a wide distribution channel including agents to provide the full suite of 
services to all your consumer segments. 

● When there is ubiquity of digital products and services, customers get more familiar 
with them generally. That can help then the roll out of the next digital product. 

● Ted notes that there are so many people without insurance in Africa that step one for 
them is go for the people it can connect to now. So it is not yet targeting people who do 
not have mobile or internet service. 
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● MSC says consider how digital transformation affects five areas: product, processes, 
channels, technology, and user engagement and experience. 

● If we look at the demographic divide, which leads to the digital divide, think about a 
different approach, channel, and technology for one segment than for another, but 
don’t leave behind any segments. 

● Maelis asked panelists to reflect on their biggest “Aha” moments: 
o Raliat: the realization that a digital journey, given its challenges and the 

resources it requires, will work only if it’s win-win-win-win, meaning for each 
partner and for the customer and for the ecosystem. You have to think big 
picture even as you implement in small steps. 

o Ted shared two: 1) the majority of fintechs have their base operations in a place 
where they can’t be able to walk outside their door and meet a potential 
customer, but that is a mistake. It is important culturally and for product design 
to work where clients are; 2) he feels surprised that we are even having this 
conversation about digitalization. It is so obvious that everyone needs to move 
from paper to computers and leverage technology, but it has been a surprise 
recognizing what a challenge that is for some. 

o Anup: Digital evolution is a reality. It is happening in all industries. The train is 
there at the station and it’s about to leave. Not boarding the train would be a 
profound mistake. It doesn’t mean you have to go the full digital way, you need 
to do something aligned with your strategy and resources and context, but not 
boarding the train would be a strategic error. 

● Audience question 1: Motivation for digitalization is a real problem. Top management 
may think about it but low level management and those working at field level do not 
and resist it when management tries to promote this. How to address this? 

● Answer 1: MSC worked with an institution that entirely adopted digital processes, and 
even though forms were now filled out electronically and files accessible instantly at the 
head office, still branches continued to print out forms and sending them by courier to 
the head office. But the head office did not tell the branches that it no longer needed to 
print forms. MSC encouraged them to communicate to employees and work to change 
culture. Also, all change needs to be understood to have value in the head, heart, and 
wallet of employees. Do they understand the value to customers? Do they want to do 
it? Do they have confidence that technology does not replace them, or do they fear 
losing their job? Do they see positive financial incentives for adopting technology? 

● Audience questions 2: We must ensure to protect customers against aggressive or 
fraudulent sales, and that data privacy is protected. For example we receive messages 
on our phone from a fraudster who might ask you to send some money in return for 
getting a loan. Or a person might get offered a loan she doesn’t need and can’t repay 
but will take when it’s offered to her so easily on her phone. Regulators, are you in 
touch with what type of people are using mobile platforms to offer services, and how 
they are marketing the services? How are customers protected? 

● Answer 2: Raliat says build customer protection into your product design. At each step 
of product design, ask what data am I collecting, where is it sitting, how am I using it, 
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and am I transparent to the customer about how I want to use it? And, the FSP has to 
have controls in place that constant assess risks and determine how to mitigate them. 

● Audience question 3: I have three crucial concerns. A) Does digital microfinance 
decrease cost? It seems costs are increasing.  B) What happens to customer relations? 
Traditional MFIs are careful about this, but does digital service reduce this? C) I am 
concerned about high rates of default. 

● Answer 3: The group methodology is high touch and did facilitate good customer 
relations. You are right that the group dynamics get messed up the moment you 
become a digital institution. But, recognize that young people don’t want to get in a 
group, and that the group model did have the problem of good group members paying 
for defaulting group members. We need more innovation on how to keep what’s good 
in the group model but improve on it with digital model.  

● Mercy Adero of Musoni says some people do still need a group lending model since they 
are not financially literate and not empowered. If we can’t preserve group lending even 
as we digitalize, we’ll kill microfinance. 

● A BFA study found that groups who switched to mobile banking appreciated the 
convenience of repaying in non-group-meeting hours. Being able to spend the full day at 
their business instead of taking time to attend a meeting meant they had more time to 
work and so they felt more able to repay. A third benefit was privacy. People liked being 
able to repay without anyone being aware that they had a loan. But, loan officers said 
they felt like they were losing control and had no idea what group members were doing. 
One option is to keep group meetings but have them only once a month. 

● MSC worked with an institution that took loan repayment out of the activity done in a 
group meeting, but kept the group meetings because of the value of touch between 
loan officer and group members. Now they use the group meetings for training. 

● Audience question 4: Mishu Mahmud of ASA Kenya said his institution does all loan 
disbursement and collection through clients’ mobile phones, but loan officers go into 
the field to attend group meetings and collect client information on a tablet. Is ASA 
digitally transformed? Also, we can see that M-Shwari and Tala services are efficient and 
quick, but they do not have any human touch and the interest rate they charge, a 
minimum of 4% monthly, is more than double what ASA charges. Why are their interest 
rates so high, especially since they are so efficient? If we want to be smart like M-Shwari 
or Tala and digitally transform, does that mean we’ll end up needing to increase our 
interest rate? Are there hidden costs we are not seeing? 

● Answer 4: Interest rates are in part a reflection of risk. A higher interest rate in a digital 
lender typically signals a higher appetite for risk. In addition, many digital lenders are 
not regulated so they are not subject to the same constraints as a traditional provider. 
Also, Raliat says that it is not helpful to keep talking about traditional versus digital 
providers. We are moving to a world where everyone needs to be using technology to 
do their work. 

● Comment from ECLOF Kenya: We recognize that to stay in business, ECLOF must 
embrace technology. But traditional microfinance providers attract clientele who are 
women or men who are a little bit aged, often illiterate, with no or very limited capacity 
to use technology. Imagine a lady grocer who has never interacted with a handheld 
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device, so it’s unlikely she can download an application. And if she does download 
something, she would be unlikely to detect if her device attracted a malware. If we can’t 
make sure that the device the client is using is digitally secure, we are deforming 
microfinance. When I hear us talk about digitizing microfinance where we don’t have 
group meetings, I don’t know whether it is strictly practical, at least in the African 
context. We should be talking about training customers to embrace technology to show 
them how technology is going to make finance convenient and secure for them. 

● Comment from BRAC Microfinance: I agree with Anup that customers don’t have time 
to attend group meetings, but I do see that women are not yet comfortable with digital 
financial services. Some are totally unfamiliar with technology and some don’t have 
access to a mobile phone.  

● Maelis asked each speaker for a final thought: 
o GLAS says find the right partner for your digital journey. It will help you to take 

advantage of opportunities and to mitigate risks. 
o Ted says competition is only going to get hotter. Digital providers are here and 

are going to take your customers. Figure out how you will stay competitive. 
o MSC: If you can’t find one strategic thought as a rationale for digital 

transformation, don’t do it. 
 


