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Abstract

This study deals with the role of non-financial services (NFS) for SME development,

specifically in times of COVID-19 and post-crisis, when the new normal demands

that businesses exhibit an increased capacity to adapt and be flexible, resilient, and

responsive. The study maps out the main non-financial measures taken by The

Montreal Group (TMG) members, their modus operandi and the rising needs of the

SME national ecosystems. 

It also provides a directory of best practices to encourage the replication of

successful initiatives worldwide and summarizes the main takeaways learned from

the perspective of development bank experts, who devote their everyday lives to

supporting entrepreneurs through business growth.

Résumé 

Cette étude souligne l’importance du rôle des services non financiers dans le

développement des PME, en particulier en période de COVID-19 et post-crise,

lorsque la nouvelle normalité exige des entreprises une capacité d'adaptation, de

flexibilité, de résilience et de réactivité accrue. L'étude présente les principales

mesures non financières prises par les membres du Groupe de Montréal (TMG), leur

modus operandi et les besoins croissants des écosystèmes nationaux de PME. 

Elle présente également un répertoire des meilleures pratiques afin de pouvoir

répliquer ces initiatives réussies. Elle résume enfin les principaux enseignements

d’experts des banques de développements, qui consacrent leur quotidien à soutenir

les entrepreneurs dans la croissance de leur entreprise.
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Micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) face ongoing challenges. In response,

governments have developed schemes to help remedy market deficiencies where private

sector sources are unable or unwilling to operate by creating public development banks.

The Montreal Group is a forum of such state-owned banks that have a strong focus in

supporting MSMEs. The forum was created in 2012 to foster peer group exchanges and

identify best practices and innovative solutions on issues/products of common interest.

Accompanying the MSMEs is at the heart of any exchange.

As of March 20201, members of The Montreal Group are:

The Montreal Group’s head office is located in Montreal, Canada.

www.themontrealgroup.org

About The Montreal Group
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The activities of The Montreal Group (TMG) are organized around specific topics

selected by board members. For the period 2020-2021, the Non-Financial Offerings
for SMEs in Times of COVID-19 and Post-Crisis key topic group (KTG) was formed by

the following members who contributed to this study. 

Members of the Key Topic Group
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In this period of disruption brought on by the pandemic, I am not surprised that our

members seek to exchange information focused on the non-financial services

offered to SMEs. If you are reading these first lines, then I suspect that you have an

interest in this topic. I invite you to put all distractions away and devote a moment to

the results of the work accomplished by our subject matter experts from all corners

of the world. Let yourself be inspired.

Sandra D. Péloquin
Secretary General, The Montreal Group

The non-financial support provided to SMEs is core to their growth and success –

this is especially true since the arrival of COVID-19. In France, we have seen

significant non-financial services developed over the past decade. Bpifrance

continues to be one of the main French public organizations playing a crucial

role on this front, offering a wide range of support, including Bpifrance’s

accelerators. If we look at these programs, centered around three pillars of non-

financial support (advisory, training for business owners and management

teams, and networking), the results are remarkable! 

I call these efforts an investment in human and social capital. This directory of

best practices across the world seems essential to any organization aiming to

develop or improve its non-financial offering in support of SMEs. Bonne lecture

Pascal Lagarde
Chairman, The Montreal Group

Executive Director, International, Strategy, Studies and Development

Bpifrance

Foreword
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Report Structure

 Objectives 

The objective of this report is to highlight: 

The importance of non-financial services (NFS) in times of crisis;

Information on the NFS offered by The Montreal Group (TMG) member banks to

respond to COVID-19;

Information sharing on a series of best practices to encourage and facilitate their

replication

 

Content flow 

The report is structured as follows: 

 

Part I deals with the role of NFS for SME development—specifically their benefits

to providers such as state-owned development banks. It also explores the impact

of COVID-19 on TMG member banks and the heightened importance of NFS to

respond to the rising needs of their national SME ecosystems.

 

Part II is the core and most in-depth section. It outlines the NFS of TMG members

prior to the crisis and how they responded from an NFS perspective to COVID-19. 

 

Part III is focused on providing an overview of main lessons learned from an NFS

perspective through the crisis, key takeaways, and some future steps.

 

Part IV displays a mapping of best practices carried out by TMG member banks.

 

Part V offers some recommendations to be considered in the post-crisis period.

 

 

Definitions
 

Given the international nature of TMG members, and that there is no universally

accepted definition of SMEs, this report interchangeably uses the terms SME and

MSME to refer to the clients of member banks and thus follows the respective

definitions of SME and MSME in their countries. TMG members’ definitions, although

reflecting regional variations, are mostly informed by the International Finance

Corporation’s (IFC) MSME Definition (illustrated by the following table):
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In this report, we follow the IFC & FMO (2020) and define non-financial services

(NFS) as those business development services offered by banks to complement their

core financial offerings for SMEs. The most commonly offered NFS to SMEs are:

information, education, advice/mentoring, networking and markets, and business

management technology . 

How are entrepreneurs affected by the pandemic?

What were their main challenges in pivoting their non-financial offerings during

the pandemic?

What non-financial support do entrepreneurs need to survive and bounce back

from the pandemic?

The Montreal Group’s activities are focused around key topic groups (KTGs) selected

annually to respond to emerging areas of common interest or challenges. For 2020-

2021 and as a response to the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis, the focus of the

existing KTG on Management Training for Scaleups was pivoted towards Non-
Financial Offerings in Times of COVID-19 and Post-Crisis, understanding that

delivering non-financial support to SMEs is more crucial than ever in periods of

uncertainty. 

Throughout the past 9 months, subject matter experts of this KTG have been

meeting virtually every month to discuss and share information about current and

potential non-financial support as well as to identify the best practices with an

awareness of the importance of geographical and cultural contexts. Following these

conversations, the participants worked together to write this report.

Guiding questions: 

Methodology
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This study sought answers through both secondary and primary research.

Secondary research, in the form of a literature review of published information

including online resources and expert research reports, was conducted with the

goal of understanding the importance of serving SMEs with non-financial services

(NFS), the impact of COVID-19 on entrepreneurship, and how to develop a non-

financial offer for SMEs.  Primary research in the form of a survey and bilateral

interviews also support this report.

In the first stage, expert members of the key topic group were invited to fill out a

quantitative survey where they listed and described their main NFS to sustain SMEs

during the pandemic. Later on, bilateral qualitative interviews were conducted over

videocalls to gather in-depth insights on their non-financial approach before the

crisis, their reactions to the pandemic, their objectives and implementation models

and the main lessons learned. These mixed method inputs were analyzed and

coded to elaborate Part II and Part III of this report.

The surveyed banks represent all 10 members of The Montreal Group: 

Canada 
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It is the only financial institution devoted exclusively to

entrepreneurs. It helps more than 62,000 Canadian
businesses, with a focus on SMEs. As a financially

sustainable Crown corporation which operates at

arm’s length from its sole shareholder, the

Government of Canada, BDC complements the role

played by private-sector financial institutions.

Brazil

It is the main financing agent for development in

Brazil. Since its foundation, BNDES has played a

fundamental role in stimulating the expansion of

industry and infrastructure in the country. Over the

course of the bank’s history, its operations have

evolved in accordance with Brazilian socio-economic

challenges. The bank offers several financial support

mechanisms to Brazilian companies of all sizes,

including MSMEs and public administration entities.

France

Bpifrance is the French national investment bank: the
"bank of entrepreneurs" it finances businesses—at

every stage of their development—through loans,

guarantees, equity investments and export insurances.

Bpifrance also provides extra financial services

(training, consultancy) to help entrepreneurs meet

their challenges (innovation, export, etc.).

Morocco

It is a Moroccan public financial institution whose

head office is in Rabat. Its mission is to help boost

private initiative by encouraging the creation,

development, and modernization of SMEs (especially
in tourism). Since 1996, CCG is the main state

instrument to facilitate financing and investment.

Later on, in 2007, CCG became the only actor

identified by the state to develop guarantees. CCG

reports to the Ministry of Economy and Finance.

Business
Development Bank

of Canada (BDC)
 

Banco Nacional De
Desenvolvimento

Econômico e Social
(BNDES)

 

Banque publique
d'investissement

(Bpifrance)
 

Caisse centrale de
garantie (CCG)

 

Organization ProfileCountry



China

Finland

Finnvera provides financing for the start, growth, and

internationalization of enterprises and guarantees

against risks arising from exports. The bank

strengthens the operating potential and
competitiveness of Finnish enterprises by offering

loans, domestic guarantees, export credit guarantees,

and other services associated with the financing of

exports. Finnvera is a specialized financing company

owned by the State of Finland and it is the official
Export Credit Agency (ECA) of Finland. 

Nacional Financiera (NAFIN) is a Mexican development

bank created to contribute to the economic

development of Mexico, by facilitating access to
MSMEs, entrepreneurs and priority investment
projects to financing and business development
services, as well as by contributing to the

development of financial markets and acting as

fiduciary and financial agent of the federal

government to boost innovation, improve productivity,

competitiveness, and regional growth. 

Finnvera plc/oyj

It was established in 1974 as a government financial

institution to bolster Saudi Arabia’s industrial

development by supporting the private sector in

various industrial fields, financing and developing
the industrial sector in coordination with

government entities. In 2018, SIDF became the main
financial enabler of the National Industrial
Development and Logistics Program (one of Vision

2030’s biggest programs) and its mission focused on

unleashing promising new sectors in the fields of

industry, mining, energy, and logistics.
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It was founded in 1994 as a policy financial institution

under the direct leadership of the State Council and

incorporated as China Development Bank Corporation

in December 2008, until officially being defined by the

State Council as a development finance institution in

March 2015. Transformed into a limited liability

company since 2017, the CDB is mainly engaged in

loans and investments to support the
implementation of major strategies for medium-
and long-term development of China’s national
economy. CDB is the world’s largest development
finance institution, and the largest Chinese bank for

financing cooperation, long-term lending and bond

issuance.

Nigeria

The Development Bank of Nigeria (DBN) was founded

by the Federal Government of Nigeria in collaboration

with global development partners such as the World

Bank, KfW and the European Investment Bank, to

address the major financing challenges facing MSMEs
in Nigeria. Its objective is to alleviate financing

constraints faced by MSMEs and small corporations in

Nigeria through the provision of financing and partial

credit guarantees to eligible financial intermediaries

on a market-conforming and fully financially

sustainable basis.

Organization Profile

China Development
Bank (CDB)

 

Country

 

Development Bank
of Nigeria (DBN)

 

 

SOWALFIN is the one-stop shop for Walloon SMEs,

providing information, guidance, and financing

solutions to entrepreneurs, at each step of the

company lifecycle: start-up, growth,

internationalization, innovation, green transition, and

transfer of ownership. Initially, SOWALFIN was set up in

2002 by the Walloon government to support the

access to finance to MSMEs and self-employed

entrepreneurs. Since then, it has also appointed

SOWALFIN as the one-stop shop for information and

guidance for Walloon entrepreneurs.

MexicoNacional Financiera
Banca de Desarrollo

(NAFIN)
 

Saudi ArabiaSaudi Industrial
Development Fund

(SIDF)

BelgiumSowalfin



Part 1 
Non-Financial Services for SMEs – What Are They?

There is no single definition of non-financial services (NFS) or term used to refer to

them. As mentioned in the definition section of this report, the term NFS is used

here to speak about the business development services offered by banks to SMEs in

complement to its core financial offers. What banks do agree on, including TMG

members, is that offering NFS to SMEs is important, particularly in times of crisis. The

main reasons are that NFS help SMEs to access financing and they also increase

their ability to repay loans, a clear benefit for the banks. But most importantly NFS

are key in helping SMEs improve their business practices and in taking advantage of

new business opportunities, thus boosting enterprise growth (IFC & the Austrian

Development Bank, 2012). 

There is a research line that focuses on the effectiveness of non-financial support for

SMEs, including one by Owusu-Ansah, Cudjoe & Poku (2017) that highlights the

importance of ensuring the non-financial support provided is in sync with the

critical needs of SMEs. This report builds on that area of study by assessing the rising

needs of SMEs during COVID-19 and how NFS can effectively meet them.

This report is written during the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, giving the

authors access to various literature that explored the effect of the pandemic on

SMEs around the world. What most economists claim is that the COVID-19

economic shock is unprecedented both in its complexity and severity. Its effect on

SMEs is the result of nationwide lockdowns and of behavioral changes caused by

growing fear and uncertainty (that led to production disruption and the greatest

collapse in output since the 1930s).

To make it worse, SMEs are at a greater disadvantage compared to larger businesses

in the same sector and country. Mainly because they are more dramatically affected

by the widespread sales shrinkage and cash drainage present across countries as

found by Adian et al. (2020). This drop limits their ability to meet their financial

obligation to creditors, suppliers and operating costs. And although the level of

government support has been greater than in any other recent crisis, access to

funding and liquidity, already common challenges for SMEs before the pandemic,

has been exacerbated. 

Interestingly, and differently from other crises, sectoral heterogeneity is present

across countries (Kalemli-Ozcan et al., 2020). This means that those sectors with

higher risks of business failures due to COVID-19 are the same globally and include 
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tourism, hospitality and food services, entertainment and recreation, arts, education,

and other services that are deemed “non-essential”. These sectors were harshly hit by

the tangible effects of the lockdowns and the rising travel restrictions between

communities and countries. 

Not surprisingly, there are some sectors that benefited from their status of “essential

services”, including food and pharmaceutical products, high-tech industries, health

tech and fintech (p.14).

The key challenge for development banks was to ensure that they could properly

support SMEs on both sides (those in booming sectors and those highly affected)

throughout the crisis. As part of this support, these financial institutions deployed a

series of financial measures to help mitigate the risks of the crisis on its clients, but

not long after the crisis broke out, they were forced to expand their financial support

to include non-financial initiatives that helped entrepreneurs to regain balance and

restructure their business models and operations. The non-financial support for

SMEs became more imperative than ever to ensure the temporary growth setback

caused by COVID-19 would be manageable. As Lim et al. (2020) argue, if approached

correctly, a crisis of this sort can in fact provide an opportunity for entrepreneurs to

enter a virtuous growth spiral. 

It is in this context that NFS became more important than ever. In the first months,

to help SMEs adopt new safety standards and digital business tools; and later on, to

support entrepreneurs in their adaptation to the new normal and changing business

models post-crisis. All in all, the post-COVID-19 business world demands that

enterprises exhibit an increased capacity to adapt, be flexible, resilient and

responsive. This is why NFS hold a key role to ensure SMEs are at the core of this

post-crisis world. 

 ©Photos Nathalie Oundjian
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Part 2 
Benchmark – The Montreal Group Members

Raison d’être of their non-financial support policies, 

Rising needs of the ecosystem due to COVID-19,

Organizational responses to COVID-19,

Implementation process of the COVID-19 NFS.

This section aims to illustrate the main non-financial measures taken by The Montreal

Group (TMG) members to support the rising needs of their clients as a result of the

COVID-19 crisis. It will primarily focus on providing an overview of the organizational

responses crafted by TMG members and their modus operandi. This section also

includes an in-depth and systematic analysis of successful initiatives to encourage the

replicability of these approaches by other key actors of the SME ecosystem. 

The information provided is based on the insights given by the contributors during the

quantitative survey and the in-depth interviews, and it includes ongoing updates shared

by the organizations during the elaboration process of this paper. 

To conduct this benchmarking exercise, all members of the Non-Financial Offerings in
Times of COVID-19 and Post-Crisis Key Topic Group were invited to fill out a survey

on the main characteristics of their non-financial services (NFS) offered to its clients

during the COVID-19 crisis. After these inputs were received and a preliminary analysis

was carried out, each member participated in a bilateral video-conference to provide

further information on their organization’s non-financial response to the crisis. Some of

the topics covered in the survey and the interviews include: 

 ©Caisse Centrale de Garantie (CCG)
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Raison d’être of their non-financial support policies

14

As explained in the introductory section of this paper, non-financial services (NFS) are

key in helping SMEs to define their strategy, identify the leverages to support their

growth, help them (re)organize, and increase their performance. Moreover, every

member of The Montreal Group operates in different national contexts, under specific

mandates and lending models that influence their ability to offer non-financial

services. 



Business Development Bank of Canada (BDC) has followed a non-financial

mandate since the 1970s, during the Federal Business Development Bank era of

the bank (Layne, 2016). BDC understands that Canadian entrepreneurs need more

than money to succeed and run their business efficiently. This is why BDC offers

sound advice and knowledge through advisory engagements with its clients.

Nacional Financiera (NAFIN) adopted in 2005 a new mandate guided by the

mission to contribute to the economic development of Mexico through financial

support for MSMEs and priority development projects. This is why, to enhance the

competitiveness and productivity of Mexican entrepreneurs, NAFIN created the

business support and technical assistance departments within its organization. 

Taking this into consideration, the following diagram is intended to illustrate the

timeline of adoption of a non-financial policy by every organization, and when

available, the scope of these mandates. 

 

COVID-19 NFS: BDC strengthened its NFS to support the development and

improvement of management capabilities of Canadian entrepreneurs. Through its

NFS repertoire, BDC enhances management skills that are key for Canadian

businesses to bounce back from the crisis and take advantage of new business

opportunities in a world changed by COVID-19.

COVID-19 NFS: NAFIN rethought and restructured their support mechanisms to

contribute to the economic reactivation of MSME. The institution worked on the

design and implementation of various measures and support schemes; and

intensified its free training and technical assistance services to ensure Mexican

MSMEs in the industrial, commerce, and services sectors—who are mainly clients of

NAFIN’s financing solutions—could access free tools to mitigate the risks of the

crisis and accelerate business recovery.
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Banque Publique d'Investissement  (Bpifrance) was born with a clear mandate to

support French businesses that is integrated in the core of its advisory, training and

networking services. Since then, Bpifrance has been boosting the growth trajectories

of SMEs, mid-caps, and startups. Believing that steady growth is necessary to

transform the French economy, Bpifrance’s NFS support French entrepreneurs

facing strategy challenges when looking to expand, generate jobs, or create

innovative services.

COVID-19 NFS: Understanding that non-financial measures are as important as

financial support, Bpifrance deployed a series of measures, including the “Rebond”

offer that combines consulting, online auto diagnosis, and digital training sessions to

help businesses start new activities or resume them. The integration of two strategic

priorities—digitalization and ecological transition—in their COVID-19 NFS stands out.

China Development Bank (CDB) has enabled the provision of 融智  (Rong Zhi) to

local government staff, rural entrepreneurs, and disadvantaged people in Chinese

low-income areas to improve their production and operation capacity. Its main task

has been delivering intellectual support on financial planning and consultation, the

deployment of local cadres, access to skills training, and supporting sales. Over time,

CDB has expanded its support to include poverty relief projects, financing model

design, and a platform to facilitate cooperation and networking between enterprises

in developed cities such as Shanghai and Guangzhou and western governments (to

attract investments and launch projects). 

The National Bank for Economic and Social Development (BNDES) of Brazil is a
wholesale bank, with no branches and limited capillarity. As a result, BNDES

operates through a network of second-tier accredited financial institutions, playing a

crucial role in the promotion of a decentralized banking market. As part of its

support to SMEs, BNDES has partnered with institutions that provide Brazilian

entrepreneurs with advisory services including the Brazilian Micro and Small

Business Support Service (SEBRAE) and the National Industry Confederation (CNI)

whose services are accessible through BNDES’ Canal MPME.

COVID-19 NFS: Leveraging its clients’ resources and its industry expertise, CDB

reacted to COVID-19 by adapting its offering to help enterprises that were facing a

disruption in production or difficulties to return to work, as well as helping

enterprises whose agricultural products were unsellable. 

COVID-19 NFS: To sustain Brazilian SMEs facing the consequences of the crisis,

BNDES intensified its credit channel, communication, and promotion efforts.
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Sowalfin, the one-stop shop of Walloon entrepreneurs in Belgium, launched a non-

financial portfolio that informs, raises awareness, guides, and supports its clients in

their investments. Sowalfin acts as the trusted partner of Wallonian SMEs and stands

by their side at every step of their companies’ lifecycle—start-up, growth,

internationalization, innovation, green transition, transfer of ownership—through its

network of local operators who remain on the playing field. Sowalfin’s non-financial

support is delivered through a unique information model, the 1890 contact center

and website, which coordinates the organization of webinars, events and training

sessions, and the provision of guidance and tools.

The Development Bank of Nigeria (DBN), despite being a young bank, has

developed some non-financial initiatives in line with their impact mandate to

support under-served Nigerian MSMEs. These solutions are guided by a mission to

increase MSMEs bankability and their capacity to access funding. Due to its

wholesale model, DBN mostly pursues its mission through a close collaboration with

partnering financial institutions (PFIs), and in this way incentivizes lending to MSMEs.

 

COVID-19 NFS: ·Sowalfin pivoted its NFS during the crisis to support Walloon

entrepreneurs to bounce back. It focused its efforts on awareness-raising campaigns,

skills provision to manage uncertainty and resilience, as well as strengthening close

contact with entrepreneurs.

COVID-19 NFS: To help MSMEs whose operations were impacted by COVID-19, DBN

found new ways to help them maneuver and adapt to the crisis. It adapted the

material of its existing NFS previous to the crisis, and started offering free webinars to

guide and inform Nigerian MSMEs.
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The Saudi Arabia Industrial Development Fund (SIDF) is the primary financial

enabler for the industrial transformation in Saudi Arabia. SIDF’s role is expanding

after undergoing a transformation in light of Vision 2030 (a vision of Saudi’s

economic growth). Following its strategic aspirations of providing innovative

financial and advisory solutions to industrial, logistics, energy, and mining Saudi

businesses, SIDF has been meticulously expanding its non-financial portfolio to

help the ecosystem and empower clients to achieve the goals of Vision 2030. In

previous years, SIDF offered a 1-1 consultation unit to guide its costumers facing

difficulties, planning to expand or improve efficacy, needing to reschedule their

loans, or digitalize. SIDF also has an educational hub—the Academy—to train the

fund’s employees, clients and the industrial ecosystem. At the second quarter of

2021, SIDF will be launching a re-evaluated non-financial strategy based on market

needs and a partnership with external consultants will provide a wide range of

Saudi SMEs with an assessment, solution design, and implementation roadmap to

improve competitiveness and energy efficiency.

The Caisse Centrale de Garantie (CCG) from Morocco boosts private initiative,

encourages creation and development, and modernizes businesses. Before the

crisis, CCG’s mandate focused on the provision of guarantees and competitive loans

through co-financing.

Finnvera's role is to promote regional development in Finland and the

internationalization and export of companies through financing. At the moment,

the limits of its scope do not include a non-financial policy. 

COVID-19 NFS: SIDF Academy was proactive in providing a special training

initiative: “Leading Creative Transformation in Critical Times,” a program developed

and delivered by the Stanford Center for Professional Development Fund to SIDF,

the industrial ecosystem and its client employees to develop human capital

capabilities, knowledge, and skills to support them in unprecedented times.

 

COVID-19 NFS:  The crisis accelerated some changes in the Moroccan institutional

landscape, including a restructuring process that will impact the SME ecosystem in

Morocco and in particular the non-financial support offered to those businesses.

When the new law governing the CCG (law 39-20) comes into effect, the CCG will

become the “National Guarantee and Enterprises Finance Corp.,” and will pursue a

non-financial mandate in parallel to its financing solutions.

COVID-19 NFS: Staying true to its values of trust, partnership, and solution-seeking, 

 Finnvera has managed to integrate the offering of NFS into the creative part of its

core offer. To help its customers succeed amidst the changing landscape caused by

the coronavirus, Finnvera has been providing non-financial support to its clients in

close cooperation with other organizations of the Finnish SME ecosystem.
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Rising needs of the ecosystem due to COVID-19 

When benchmarking the main non-financial needs of SMEs during the

coronavirus outbreak, three main umbrellas were detected as the needs were

concerned with either i) financial guidance, ii) operational skills, or iii) managerial

abilities. Taking a needs-centric approach is crucial to meet these needs and to

enable SMEs to survive or thrive, depending on their company-specific scenario. 

The table below further compiles the main points targeted by the implemented

solutions. As illustrated, there were rising needs that were very prevalent across

most TMG members (information on cashflow management, available financial

aid, on readapting business models, and relaunching activities); while others

were only moderately present across countries (support on loans rescheduling,

digital transformation, and e-commerce); and others were detected in just 2 or 3

ecosystems (guidance on work safety guidelines, human resources, and

uncertainty and risk management). 

19



What the surveyed banks did was take a need-centric approach and developed a

series of targeted tools to provide financial guidance, operational skills, and

managerial abilities. The objective was to train companies and help them adapt to

the restrictions of the crisis, avoid insolvencies and take advantage of rising

opportunities in the market to survive and, when possible, grow their companies.
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PAIN POINTS AFFECTED SME ECOSYSTEMSADDRESSED THROUGH:

Financial Guidance:

Operational skills:

Managerial abilities:

Cashflow management

Guidance on available 
financial aid

Information on 
loan rescheduling

Education, advisory

Information

Canada, France, Finland, 

Mexico, Brazil, Belgium

Information

Digital transformation 

Online selling and 
marketing

Re-adapting their 
business model

Advisory, education

Advisory, education,

 information

Mexico, France, Saudi Arabia, 

Morocco

Information, advisory

Morocco, Finland, Brazil, 

Belgium, China, France

Morocco, Finland, Belgium, 

Brazil, China, France

France, Canada, Saudi Arabia, 

Brazil, China
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Organizational responses to COVID-19 (by categories)

We previously described the non-financial mandates of TMG members before the

crisis. In this section we analyze the organizational responses that were crafted to

respond to the rising needs caused by COVID-19. Following the categorization

proposed by the FMO and the IFC (2020, p.27) on the NFS offered to women-led

SMEs, this report classifies the need-centric non-financial solutions proposed by The

Montreal Group members to support the SMEs ecosystem during the crisis and

post-crisis periods into: information, education, networking, and advisory.
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Implementation process of the responses

To dive deeper into the non-financial solutions, the experts were surveyed to learn

more about the business model, types of approach, and delivery channels of their

offerings. These inputs explain who bears the financial cost of SMEs accessing NFS;

whether the solutions followed a content, 1-to-1 or 1-to-many approach; and what

were the main delivery channels to implement these services. A series of graphs

summarize this information.

Business Model
Only 6.8% of the measures were charged to the clients. These paid services were 3-

hour tailored online workshops or more profound 1 to 1 advisory engagements,

reflecting a willingness to pay to access strategic planning guidance. What stood

out in all the implemented solutions was a clear commitment to alleviate any

financial burden on entrepreneurs to access the available non-financial support,

either by waving the fees or by giving out loans to allow entrepreneurs to pay for

the more in-depth advisory solutions. 

Types of approach
As shown in the following diagram, most banks opted to implement solutions that

followed a 1-to-many approach. This means that one employee or external expert

was in charge of delivering the solution to several clients simultaneously. This

approach was very popular, accounting for 50% of the total organizational

responses for various reasons. First, due to its time and cost effectiveness. Also,

because this approach allowed several SMEs to get access to information,

education, advice, and solutions that might not be affordable to them otherwise.

Lastly, the 1-to-many approach represented an opportunity for knowledge sharing

and group problem solving.

Free
93.2%

Paid
6.8%
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The second approach taken by TMG members to deliver their non-financial

support was the 1-to-1 type. Almost 30% of the total non-financial solutions that

were offered followed this approach, and not surprisingly it was in these more

personal exchanges that expert strategic advice was delivered to the clients. One

thing that stood out is learning that some of TMG banks claim to have used 1-to-

many approach as a gateway to incentivize their clients to engage in more

profound and specific non-financial support. This means that SMEs were able to

learn about the banks’ available NFS through their free access to webinars or

roundtables—and by getting this free trial they could decide whether a more in-

depth paid service was a good investment. This proved to be a good strategy to

increase demand for NFS offered by TMG members.

The third approach was content creation and delivery, which accounted for 20%

of the total organizational responses. These content-based solutions took the form

of articles, templates, or online tools, all accessible for free through TMG members’

websites or social media. This approach, although less prevalent, was a very easy

way for members to reduce information asymmetry by sharing key information

with their clients and helping them navigate the COVID-19 crisis—especially at the

outbreak, when uncertainty was at its highest. 

Delivery channels
The final graph illustrates the main channels used to deliver the proposed

solutions. It is clear that most TMG members devoted part of their teams and staff

to planning and deploying the support mechanisms. Some TMG members even

designated specific teams that are experts in supporting entrepreneurs in certain

stages of their companies’ growth. 

1 to many
50%

1 to 1
29.5%

Content
20.5%
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90% of the banks claim to have at least one staff member in charge of the

coordination and management of their non-financial solutions. With the exception

of SIDF, it is not surprising to find that bank staff were in charge of coordinating

and managing these solutions. 

Only 6.8% of the measures were charged to the clients. These paid services were 3-

hour tailored online workshops or more profound 1 to 1 advisory engagements,

reflecting a willingness to pay to access strategic planning guidance. What stood

out in all the implemented solutions was a clear commitment to alleviate any

financial burden on entrepreneurs to access the available non-financial support,

either by waving the fees or by giving out loans to allow entrepreneurs to pay for

the more in-depth advisory solutions. 

All TMG members had a partnership of some sort to deliver its solutions. External

resources like business schools proved to be essential for the education solutions,

while third party contractors and experts' advice were leveraged to deliver

education, networking, and advisory initiatives. Partnering institutions were key for

the provision of information and education. 
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Part 3 
Key Takeaways & Next Steps

Our benchmark has shown that The Montreal Group (TMG) members’ responses

to COVID-19 were influenced by the particular contexts, mandates, and scopes of

the national economies in which they operate. Some of them have a

longstanding portfolio dedicated to non-financially support their clients; in

contrast, others are at the foundation or re-evaluation stages of their non-

financial services (NFS) portfolio and because of this, the insights provided by

TMG members of the Non-Financial Offerings in Times of COVID-19 and Post-
Crisis Key Topic Group conversations turned out to be resourceful to learn what

others are doing and what is working, or not.

This third section will dive into the key take aways and courses of action taken by

TMG members. Given that all banks can be divided into two groups based on

the level of complexity of their NFS, we will devote this section to describe the

experiences as lived by the two groups.

©Saudi Arabia Industrial Fund (SIDF)
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Clearly identify the targeted sector of SMEs
Banks need to understand which sector of the SME market they want

to first target. They need to know why and how the proposed NFS

contribute to the needs of the targeted segment.

One of the common pitfalls of organizations is that NFS offerings do not

match the needs of targeted SME clients or vice versa. This means that

NFS that work for one group of SMEs won’t automatically work with

another. To avoid this mistake, conducting a market research is

recommended. Market research will help banks identify the targeted

SME sector, the main challenges they face, who and how is offering

non-financial support in this front, and if the proposed NFS will be of

any value to the targeted segment. 

Interventions based on the real needs of SMEs, their level of

development, and the delivery capacity of local partners.

Have a limited and well-defined service offering
As shown in the business model section of the benchmark, the

provision of NFS is most times a direct cost to the banks, who opt to

offer free NFS to the SMEs. Therefore, using monetary resources as

efficiently as possible becomes important to determine the success of

the non-financial support. To do so, the best practice is to make sure the

NFS developed are closely aligned with the bank’s financial situation.

This is key because combining financial and non-financial tools to

create a full range of services in line with investment and financing offer

proves to be the best way to sustain entrepreneurs in a

multidimensional way. 

Experimenting with new ideas in the design phase is encouraged but

implementation should follow a phased approach (RTI International).

This approach allows for banks to concentrate their human and

monetary resources to design NFS that respond to the needs of their

clients and continuously improve them. As your bank continues to learn

more about its clients’ non-financial needs, you will be able to expand

the scope of your non-financial offer. 

Journey to develop NFS for SMEs

Based on Richardson’s (2016) list of challenges to deliver effective NFS, inputs

gathered from the group’s leaders, and the experiences of members crafting or

evaluating their current NFS, this section identifies some core suggestions to those

readers who are inspired to invest their resources in developing a NFS proposition

for SMEs. The aim is to avoid common mistakes and be guided by experts’ advice.
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Leverage external expertise as much as possible
Client needs do not always match the internal capabilities of the bank, and

thus external resources become an asset to really understand the context

and current market needs, as well as the best ways to deliver these

solutions and have knowledge of key players in the sector. In these cases,

external expertise becomes very important to deliver advisory and

educational solutions. 

Have internal experts to guide solution offering and develop content
Staff from the banks should be involved at every step of the development of

the NFS. Bank employees are more familiar with the SME clients, they know

how to communicate with them, and they are the ones who talk to the

costumers, so they understand what challenges entrepreneurs are facing.

Set indicators to measure success and monitor them
Integrating indicators to enable a constant evaluation of your interventions

is important to make sure you can measure the success of the NFS in terms

of the reach, the outcomes, and being able to reassess them as needed.

Design interventions providing measurable and immediate impact on

primary beneficiaries (SMEs).

Focus solutions on quick wins and action to drive outcomes
Entrepreneurs’ motivation is important to ensure that they follow the

recommendations and that their businesses grow. This is why a short- and

medium-term framework helps them stay motivated and be more action-

driven, as they discover that every milestone puts them closer to the larger

goal. 

Develop an effective sales channel
Information about the NFS should be easily accessible to prospective

clients. Knowledge on the offer, its benefits, and quick answers to clarifying

questions are imperative for clients to evaluate the idea of acquiring these

services, whether for free or for a fee. Making their acquisition as secure and

easy as possible increases the chances for them to value the NFS and

request them. The crisis showed that offering free trials of the NFS is a great

starting point to acquire a paying customer who required more in-depth

support.

Be prepared to create demand
There is a common perception that by making NFS available, a demand

will be automatically created, but in reality, any economic organization

struggles to create demand from the clients. Banks should be prepared to

help them understand the importance of investing in NFS. Unfortunately,

just because you create this new NFS doesn’t mean you will get an instant

demand.
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The Caisse Centrale de Garantie's path to launch NFS

Non-financial support in the Moroccan SME sphere is covered by many

institutions (e.g., Moroccan SME Agency, Agriculture Development Agency,

Logistics Development Agency, Moroccan Sustainable Energy Agency all offer

training, technical assistance, and advising). Before the sanitary crisis, CCG

Morocco primarily focused in the provision of financing products for SMEs. As

a result of a recent decision by the government, CCG will undergo a

restructuring that includes a commitment to support SMEs with

complementary non-financial services. To do so, the CCG is planning to

launch a benchmarking and strategic vision development study to delimit its

scope in order to have a high added value offer that is complementary to

both its financing offers and to the services provided by other partnering

institutions of the local ecosystem. The Non-Financial Offerings in Times of
COVID-19 and Post-Crisis Key Topic Group has been a useful tool for CCG to

collect the experiences of TMG members.

CCG has identified those priority groups that should be targeted by their new

non-financial offerings. The CCG has worked effortlessly to ensure they find

the technical assistance they need from CCG and that the non-financial

support is in line with its core financial products. These groups include

Moroccan SMEs (who need help with their bookkeeping, launching project

and activities, and business plans); startups (to accelerate their growth); and

partnering institutions (including microfinance agencies). As part of its non-

financial strategy, CCG launched in 2021 a technical assistance service to

facilitate access to funding for SMEs. This technical advisory service was

implemented by CCG within a funding and technical assistance agreement

framework with the KfW, the German development bank. The NFS are

intended to provide technical expertise to increase the access to funding for

SMEs looking at green funding solutions. A technical expert was appointed in

late 2020 and is expected to start his mission during 2021 to enable SMEs

access to low-interest loans targeting green economy projects (renewable

energies, energy efficiency, depollution, circular economy, etc.).
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Banks were forced to adjust their NFS to respond to specific needs. Before
the crisis, some banks were already offering non-financial support to sustain the

operations and growth of their clients. Due to COVID-19, these banks were

forced to rethink their offering to make sure they were responding quickly to

the growing needs of SMEs. Adding to this was the pressure to quickly mobilize

internal buyers to be able to deploy the support. TMG members had to re-

adapt the focus and cover new business sectors with their COVID-19 NFS to

ensure they really tackled the difficulties caused by the pandemic to the SME

ecosystem. 

Banks had to craft sustainable and flexible responses. Throughout the
crisis, needs evolved as the restrictions and their economic impacts shifted. This

is why banks had to become more flexible to adapt their offerings to the

evolving situation. For example, in the initial outbreak, entrepreneurs sought

targeted advice to help them react to the situation. Later on, they discovered a

need to proactively plan to take advantage of new opportunities (strategic or

marketing planning). TMG members became active listeners of their clients and

monitored the pandemic’s evolution closely to make sure their NFS remained

adequate. 

Banks were forced to implement new formats of non-financial support.

TMG banks diversified their non-financial support and quickly adapted to

growing demand by offering digital or blended tools to continue supporting

SMEs through the provision of information, networking, education, and

advisory. They experimented and improved their digital tools to make sure the

remote offering was still useful, dynamic, and valuable for the clients. 

Experiences of development banks with a complex NFS
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Banks learned the importance of addressing new types of companies
and sectors. One common lesson was that before the crisis everyone

underestimated the importance of smaller businesses in the local economies.

This pandemic taught TMG members that activities to engage with small

businesses are crucial because unfortunately they still need help in digitalizing,

technology improvement, and in taking advantage of new online opportunities

(e.g., creating or increasing online presence and developing new e-commerce

activities). 

Cooperation is key to sorting out the crisis. Development banks have clearly

defined missions that prevent them from overstepping into non-financial

initiatives carried out by other private and public actors. The pandemic

showed the importance of learning how to join efforts to better regulate and

implement concerted efforts in favour of entrepreneurship. 

Banks learned that ability to pay is important. SMEs’ ability to pay for non-

financial advisory support was affected by COVID-19 temporary business

closure. Understanding that NFS are very important to business creation and

growth, entrepreneurs generally tried to leverage as much as possible,

additional subsidies to be able to access the advice they need while limiting

the impact on their cash flow.

Integrating accelerated trends into NFS are important to foster
dynamism in the post-crisis period. SMEs will always face different threats;

this time it was a pandemic, but tomorrow it can be a natural hazard. Banks

confirmed that dynamism and resilience are key for business survival and

growth and that by integrating strategic priorities like digitalization and

ecological transition into their NFS they help entrepreneurs become more

adaptable.
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Part 4 
Directory of Best Practices

This sub-section presents the initiatives that stood out the most in terms of their

target, the results achieved, and their sustainability. It acts as a library of best

practices and aims to encourage the replication of these initiatives by providing

insights on their key mechanisms. This directory can be used as a reference tool to

incentivize institutions and actors of the development finance sphere to evaluate

their ability to implement non-financial services in times of crisis and post-crisis to

support SMEs.

©Business Development Bank of Canada (BDC)
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Provision of COVID-19 business-related knowledge

and guidance through a variety of means. Information

SMEs 

Entrepreneurs

Inform entrepreneurs 

Guarantee reliability of information

Provide psychological first aid

Call center: flexible hours according to needs, including in the evening and during week-

ends

1890 website (https://www.1890.be/) 

Several COVID-19 specific content("Measures taken by the authorities"; "Aid measures to

preserve the economy and employment in Wallonia"; "Walloon fund COVID-19:

compensation to companies")

FAQ daily update on the site

Promotion on social media (LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter)

Facebook live with local partners

Direct connection with official stakeholders to guarantee the reliability of the information:

including the Cabinet of the Minister of Economy, Crisis Center and administration

Human resources:

From a basic team of 8 people to an expanded pool of 50 people (SOWALFIN staff +

external advisers)

Training of the enlarged pool

Technical organization

Home office for teams

WhatsApp group for internal questions and connection with Management/Executive

Committee

Continuous analysis of trends by Executive Committee and live information to the office

of the Minister of the Economy

Follow-up of KPIs

Name of the solution: 1890—contact center, website

Overview of the solution: 1890 is the unique gateway to information and guidance for Walloon

entrepreneurs. This service has been adapted to answer questions about emergency aid for

entrepreneurs and available solutions (financial and non-financial offerings). 

Organization implementing and funding the solution: SOWALFIN

Start & end date of the solution: It was already active before the pandemic. It has been

adapted to fit in the needs linked to COVID-19.

Target group: 

Main aims of the solution:

Mechanisms of the solution:
Organization of the 1890 service for SMEs:

Operational and technical organization of work:
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Provision of COVID-19 business-related knowledge

and guidance through a variety of means. Information

70.000 calls dealt with (+2000 in January 2021)

400.000 visitors on the 1890 website 

748.000 sessions on the 1890 website 

1.740.000 pages viewed 

The adequacy between the response to entrepreneurs and the expression of their needs;

Urgency and agility in the implementation of the service;

Information must be correct, up-to-date and official to be shared with entrepreneurs—

proactive follow-up with authorities;

Psychological pressure for in-house 1890 teams, resilience.

In times of uncertainty, entrepreneurs need reliable information, in a quick and efficient way.

Thus, continuous communication with public authorities is crucial at all times.

Active listening and “in the field” involvement is crucial to design a good support policy:

Sowalfin strives to continuously improve their model by being present in the field, constantly

listening to companies, and drawing inspiration from good practices from other regions and

countries. 

During the pandemic, Sowalfin has adapted their informational channels to make

entrepreneurs’ lives as easy as possible in these difficult times: the 1890 became the unique

regional gateway to inform and guide Walloon entrepreneurs. This is why collaboration

between the 1890 staff and employees from other SOWALFIN departments became more

important than ever.

Furthermore, a truthful and direct human contact was key to support entrepreneurs: the

1890 department was a very demanded service because entrepreneurs needed someone

with whom to share their distress, get answers to technical questions (related to the rules,

available aids, etc.) and when needed, guide them towards other resources the ecosystem.

The 1890 contact center and website is a basic though essential tool to include in the non-

financial offering for SMEs: providing up-to-date, clear, simple, reliable information to

entrepreneurs by phone and online is indeed the entry door to the rest of the offering. The

role of 1890 is to make the life of entrepreneurs easy, by guiding them towards the right

solutions for them. This initiative can easily be replicated by other development banks, with

the help of international forums such as The Montreal Group. 

The secret ingredients to make it a success are not in the tool as such (hotline, website, …)

but in the care and agility of the team behind the tool. Therefore, the recommendation is

not to copy and paste, but to copy, adapt, and paste to your own ecosystem. As Sowalfin

often says, no one size fits all. Make sure you have the right ingredients—hardware and soft

skills, a good vision, strategy, and a committed, agile, customer-centric and skilled team—and

create your own good practice!

This tool already existed before the pandemic, and will continue after it. It has been adapted

to fit in the specific needs of entrepreneurs in times of crisis, but informing entrepreneurs

will always be a priority, even in brighter days.

Results achieved so far:
KPIs over 50 weeks (figures between 13 March 2020 and 28 February 2021):

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution and steps taken to mitigate them:

Main lessons learned:

Sustainability of the solution and potential to be replicated:
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Provision of COVID-19 business-related knowledge

and guidance through a variety of means. Information

Finnvera

Ten representatives from Finnish lender banks; OP Bank, Nordea, Danske Bank, Säästöpankki

group, Aktia, Handels Banken, Oma Säästöpankki, POP Pankki, SEB 

The aim of this group is to share information and knowledge, which helps Finnvera and its

partners to create new solutions and develop old ones to serve and help SMEs during and post-

crisis.

This group facilitates quick information sharing and enables all parties to develop their

operational focuses where and when it is most needed during the crises.  

Virtual meeting on a monthly basis

The memo and any other presented information during the meeting are shared to all

participants after the meeting

Quantitative: Approximately 9 virtual meetings have been held since April 2020.

Qualitative :

Finnvera has been able to share real-time information about its COVID-19 solutions and has

increased knowledge of its key partners’ market segment, products and process

development.

Key partners have gained real time information of Finnvera’s COVID-19 solutions to be able to

share it within their organizations. 

Collaboration groups of this sort provide very valuable information to all attendees and enables

parties to evaluate their own operations from a cooperative point of view.

It provides solid and secure surroundings for open discussion with all attendees, supports

benchmarking, and strengthens cooperation.

This is a “one of its kind” forum where many sectoral organizations are represented and are

actively collaborating to help SMEs throughout the crisis.

Partners have suggested continuing this initiative in the post-pandemic period and re-thinking

the potential new scope based on the needs at that stage, as they think information sharing

through it is invaluable. 

Name of the solution: Finnvera and lender banks (roundtable)- a practical based collaboration 

Overview of the solution: Roundtable where Finnvera and its key sectoral partners strengthen

cooperation and increase information sharing during the crisis. One of the most important factors for

all parties during this pandemic is to ensure correct SME financing to enable entrepreneurs' financial

capability to raise and grow their businesses post-pandemic. 

Organization implementing the solution: It was started and is supported by the Financial

Supervisory Authority (FIN-FSA) and Finnvera acts as a convener/chairman of the group.

Start & end date of the solution: Since April 2020, and continuing.

Who participates?

Main aims of the solution:

Mechanisms of the solution:

Results achieved so far:

Main lessons learned

Sustainability of the solution and potential to be replicated:
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Building knowledge and capacity to help

entrepreneurs navigate the crisis Education

4 October to 8 November 

12 May to 20 August 

Saudi dynamic professionals interested in distinguishing themselves by joining a premier

cohort of rising leaders throughout Saudi Arabia and the Middle East.

Participants for the program were selected from the SID, SIDF’s industrial ecosystem, and

client employees covering the whole ecosystem.

The program was developed by Stanford University faculty and is being delivered through

the Stanford Center for Professional Development (SCPD). 

It offered curated, self-paced, online courses from highly regarded SCPD programs featuring

Stanford faculty and industry experts.

It included 4 live virtual webinars with Stanford faculty to explore critical topics (Innovation

Mindsets, Digital Transformation, Strategy and Value Chains, Leadership and Teams) and

interact with participants via Q&A. Participants who attend and participate in a minimum of

3 webinars and discussion sessions will earn SCPD’s Statement of Participation.

3 cohort discussion sessions facilitated by SCPD and SIDF to help participants apply insights

to their jobs and build networks and learning communities among peers.

Optional capstone project presentation session—those who took part in it earned the SCPD’s

Certificate of Completion.

Name of the solution: Leading Creative Transformation in Critical Times Program with Stanford

Center for Professional Development (SCPD)

Overview of the solution: SIDF Academy offered this professional educational program to

support growth through innovation of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s business and industrial

ecosystems. Aspiring leaders from organizations within SIDF’s network were invited to apply for

this three-month program that was designed to deepen understanding of digital trends, and

provide program participants with skills in innovation leadership. The objective was to help

industries and teams manage the evolving economic and industrial landscape within the

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Organization responsible for the solution: SIDF in partnership with Stanford

Organization funding the solution: SIDF

Start & end date of the solution: The program was delivered twice in 2020:

Target group: 

Main aims of the solution:
This program aimed to provide business managers and leaders in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

with critical approaches and skills that would empower them to cultivate innovation culture

and practices, navigate and manage uncertainty in the digital age, and effectively transform

their organizations to achieve success.

Mechanisms of the solution:
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Building knowledge and capacity to help

entrepreneurs navigate the crisis Education

Qualitative results achieved so far:
A range of topics were delivered to help manager support teams and organizational

transformations during this unprecedented time. Topics include innovation strategy, creativity,

digital transformation, supply chain management, team leadership, and new organizational

structures.

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution and steps taken to mitigate them:
The audience embraced the virtual format, but the in-person classroom is still a favorite because

of ease of discussion and networking. SIDF Academy is discussing having in-classroom sessions

as alternative solutions to really show their audience they are understood. 

Main lessons learned:
The Academy has found the discussion in the classroom better and that networking is really

important in these times. 

Sustainability of the solution and potential to be replicated:
The SIDF Academy has found that the program outcome lies in developing a network of peers

with a shared language and vision to address organizational and business challenges and

strategies to succeed in a rapidly changing environment. A high participation demand and a

positive feedback led to the decision to sustain the program in the 2021 year.
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Building knowledge and capacity to help

entrepreneurs navigate the crisis Education

SME

Understand training needs through research.

Decide training topics.

Coordinating with local government and professional training institutions the training date,

location and format.

Invite internal and external experts to deliver the lectures.

Send invitations to the trainees.

Every trainee is invited to fill a survey at the end of the training.

Name of the solution: Skills Trainings

Overview of the solution: CDB cooperates with local governments, external industry experts

and professional training institutions to hold skills trainings for local cadres and enterprises in

less-developed areas. CDB’s internal experts also participate and give lectures based on different

topics of the trainings. They pivoted their focus during the COVID-19 crisis.

Organization implementing and funding the solution: China Development Bank (CDB)

Start & end date of the solution: 
The solution started in 2014, and will continue to play an important role in CDB's support for the

development of less-developed areas and SMEs post-crisis. 

Target group: 

Main aims of the solution:
To provide intelligence support. 

Mechanisms of the solution:

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution and steps taken to mitigate them:
In 2020, to avoid infection risk, CDB adjusted their off-line training into a hybrid model that

combined off-line training (in some rural areas with epidemic prevention) and e-learning, and

covered over 5000 local cadres as well as technicians of CDB’s 4 paired-off poor counties.

Main lessons learned:
The continuous evolution of COVID-19 will have a negative impact on the production and

operation of less-developed areas and SMEs. This is why CBD will closely integrate their actual

needs and provide help in time according to the evolving situation.
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Connecting entrepreneurs to other entrepreneurs, mentors,

or potential clients for better decision making, increased

partnerships and collaboration.
Networking

MSMEs 

In line with NAFIN’s mission, to contribute to the economic development of the country by

facilitating business development services to MSMEs and entrepreneurs. 

To provide MSMEs with various tools, specialized content and relevant information on risk

prevention (economic, operational, legal and financial), as well as best business practices for the

recovery of their businesses.

To identify best business practices through a dynamic exchange of experiences between MSMEs.

To teach MSMEs on the importance of the prevention and the implementation of continuity

plans in the event of natural disasters or other relevant economic crisis, and on tools useful for

their economic reactivation.

To provide a platform for MSMEs to network. 

Based on the target sector established by NAFIN, the specific worktable is designed. 

Considering the business sector and size determined by NAFIN, the institution identifies a

recognized entrepreneur with best business practices. 

Selected entrepreneurs or businessmen are invited to participate as panelists, in coordination

with NAFIN’s Network of State Representatives.

NAFIN is responsible for the planning and organization of the event, including coordination

meetings with the panelists. 

During the live worktable, lasting 1-2 hours, a moderator formulates questions, some of which

have been previously agreed upon with the panelist, and others are taken live from other

participants. Other dynamics with the rest of the participants include surveys, online exercises,

and discussions on their experiences.

After the event, NAFIN evaluates each event through a live survey measuring the level of

satisfaction of the participants in order to obtain feedback and identify areas of improvement.

To date, 11 worktables have been organized, in which recognized entrepreneurs from different

sectors (tourism, agribusiness, commerce and services, dairy industry, automotive industry, etc.)

have participated. 

All worktables are available on the platform www.nafintecapacita.com and are provided for free

to NAFIN’s registered clients (invitation sent by email). 

Name of the solution: NAFIN Business Coffee - Experiences that help us adapt to a new reality

Overview of the solution: COVID-19 has had a direct impact on the global economy, and MSMEs. In

Mexico they have been struggling to keep their businesses, considering the effects produced by

demand reduction, complex processes that are not automated and the difficulty to access inputs.

Regarding the non-financial offerings to MSMEs, NAFIN strengthened its training and technical

assistance programs, and launched “NAFIN Business Coffee.” This initiative can be described as

online worktables for entrepreneurs and businessmen to share their experiences on best business

practices for the recovery and mitigation of economic, operational, legal, and financial risks,

providing thus a network platform between well-recognized entrepreneurs (panelists) and MSMEs

(participants). 

Organization implementing and funding the solution: NAFIN

Start & end date of the solution: started on 21 May 2020 and is expected to continue.

Target group: 

Main aims of the solution:

Mechanisms of the solution:
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Connecting entrepreneurs to other entrepreneurs, mentors,

or potential clients for better decision making, increased

partnerships and collaboration.
Networking

From May to December 2020, 11 Business Coffees were held with 4,508 participants (beneficiaries). 

Entrepreneurs from the tourism, agribusiness, commerce and services, dairy industry, automotive

industry, as well as other sectors, participated as panelists in these events.

Identification of the most affected sectors from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Definition of the relevant topic in line with the identified risks caused by the pandemic in the

specific sector.

Selection of the appropriate panelist.

Selection of the participants invited, based on the sector and topic to be discussed.

Technological difficulties resulting from an incorrect use of digital tools, as well as intermittences in

the network connection.

Maintain the interest of the beneficiaries, developing worktables whose contents remain relevant

and motivate them to actively participate.

a)  Coordination with other units in NAFIN to identify priority and strategic sectors. 

b)  Identification of databases, internal or public, focused on the selected sectors.

c)   Internal analysis of the problems/risks identified in the selected sector due to the pandemic.

d)  Development of an action protocol in case of atypical situations and technical issues during the

transmission of the webinar.

e)  Assessment of the feedback provided by participants in order to identify areas of improvement

for further events. 

The current pandemic forced a change in the way we interact and do business. In this sense, NAFIN

identified an opportunity to restructure and strengthen the non-financial offering that had already

been provided to its clients. The current context has strengthened the need to use digital media

and tools to get closer to our clients and bring them closer to each other. NAFIN was thus able to

adapt and implement new support mechanisms through the use of digital technologies and new

communication strategies. Likewise, we identified that SMEs have a broad interest in becoming

more involved in this regard. Overall, this emphasized the need for further digitalization of this

sector to improve their competitiveness and productivity. 

The effects caused by the pandemic have not been the same for each company or for each

sector. The tools and lessons learned have common ground, as all companies require a

continuity plan and a plan to mitigate risks. The content created is thus relevant and focuses

on the current needs of companies. 

This initiative also helps NAFIN assess the situation of its clients and their specific needs, to

identify areas of opportunity, both for financial and non-financial offerings. Innovative

recommendations constantly arise that are important for the institution to look into. Hence, it

is important to continue to implement and strengthen this initiative in benefit of both NAFIN

and its clients.

“NAFIN Business Coffee” is a tool that remains relevant for our business partners and thus will

continue to be implemented with the aim of reaching more beneficiaries. This initiative can

certainly be expanded beyond the current format, perhaps even at the regional level. 

At the same time, this initiative has the potential to be replicated in other countries, with the

help of international forums, such as The Montreal Group. The relevance of this initiative goes

well beyond the current crisis due to COVID-19, as it can be scaled, aligned, and adapted to

other circumstances.

Results achieved so far:

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution and steps taken to mitigate them:
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

The steps taken to mitigate them were: 

Main lessons learned:

Sustainability of the solution and potential to be replicated:
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The virtual roundtables are accessible to Canadian entrepreneurs from all segments (small,

medium, and large companies are welcomed).

Offering a knowledge sharing and networking opportunity to Canadian entrepreneurs.

Clarifying expectations and attracting future clients by demonstrating the expertise of BDC’s

advisory services.

Topics are chosen monthly based on the rising needs of the targeted audience and on BDC

expertise.

Then, BDC leverages its internal subject matter experts on the chosen topic to develop

content that is used for the roundtable.

Current and prospective clients in the identified segment are marketed with an invitation to

register online. 

The session is facilitated by an internal host and it showcases one of BDC Subject Matter

Experts. The goal of the session is using the prepared content to get the discussion going.

The value of these roundtables is created both by the SME and by the peer-to-peer

interaction.

At the end of the roundtable, every client is invited to fill out a survey.

Following the session, the team at BDC offers medium and large clients a 1-on-1 free

coaching session with its experts.

BDC also follows up with the rest of the clients in order to identify clients that require further

non-financial support.

Name of the solution: Virtual Roundtables 

Overview of the solution: As part of its repertoire of COVID-19 solutions, BDC launched an

ongoing campaign of virtual roundtables designed to simultaneously add value to Canadian

entrepreneurs and to demonstrate the expertise of BDC’s advisory services. 

The VRTs targeting large companies have been used at networking events with break out

groups for smaller discussion. 

Organization implementing and funding the solution: 
Business Development Bank of Canada (BDC)

Start & end date of the solution: 
It started in March 2020 at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although an end date is

still not planned, the model of the initiative has shifted from being merely a tool to help

entrepreneurs to becoming one that brings value and performs a business development

function.

Target group: 

Main aims of the solution:

Mechanisms of the solution:

NetworkingAdvisory
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3,000 people participated during the 2020 year.

Interestingly, some of the participants are known to have connected individually “offline” to

do business together, indicating that networking beyond the roundtables did occur.

BDC gained many business opportunities both in terms of advisory services and financing

from this initiative. 

BDC’s advisory services were forced to accelerate the implementation of COVID-19 measures

with only half of the resources, as part of the NFS team was seconded to help process

extremely high volumes of financing applications.

Some challenges arose due to the incremental offering in the market and the clients’ virtual

fatigue. BDC successfully managed to refine their strategy and their processes to be able to

improve the ratio of BDC efforts to participants’ value.

BDC is capable of responding and acting quickly, even though sometimes a crisis is required

to trigger this response. They are capable of adapting and pivoting their offering and they

have capable staff who are really empathetic about the clients’ hardships.

REACH seems to be far more important than they thought.

Being there for entrepreneurs in times of need and continuing to position themselves as

experts has allowed them to sustain BDC’s positioning in the market and to build on the

funnel (sales) activities.

BDC clients have become more resilient, have more faith in themselves and are more

confident in their ability to withstand the future.

Early indicators seem to show that virtual round tables are of value to current and

prospective clients and that they help in filling the top of the sales funnel and in supporting

sales.

BDC said that further cost/benefit analyses need to be made and processes need to be

continuously improving to be able to fully evaluate the long-term sustainability of this

solution.

With this in mind, BDC believes the model could be replicable by other organizations that

have the expertise and hosts needed to launch an initiative of this sort.

Results achieved so far:

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution and steps taken to mitigate them:

Main lessons learned:

Sustainability of the solution and potential to be replicated:

NetworkingAdvisory
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Participating Financial Institutions—PFIs

PFIs must have an MSME portfolio.

Prudential ratios must be within regulatory requirements and/or industry average.

PFIs must demonstrate capacity and structure to scale-up support and offerings to MSMEs.

PFIs must exhibit identifiable areas of need such as with regards to the current negative impacts

of COVID-19 on the portfolio.

Enhanced capacity and incentives to serve the MSME segment more efficiently and profitably.

Provide support to reduce the adverse impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the MSME

portfolios.

Increase level of formal credit and specialized offerings to support MSMEs.

Increase impact focus lending amongst the PFIs.

Adaptation to reality.

It should help PFIs to help MSME customers and invariably support the ecosystem.

Increase access to finance and markets for MSMEs through the provision of advisory services to

the MSMEs and set-up of roundtable sessions.

Consultants engage the PFIs and conduct institutional assessment on the PFIs.

Tailor-made solutions are identified for all PFIs based on needs-based assessment.

Work plan is drawn up detailing the schedule of activities for each PFI under the TA Program.

PFIs’ IT infrastructure and solutions are reviewed and suggestions on enhancements to be

deployed are advised. 

TA is provided for the roll-out of MSME business strategy, development of special products,

internal training sessions organized for staff of the bank and key stakeholders, development of

credit analysis tools, financial advisory to MSME relating to loan assessment, etc.

Business case is established based on review of performance of TA against expected outcomes.

Leverage on learnings to determine outline for selection and implementation of next phase of TA

project.

Name of the solution: Technical Assistance Program (TA)

Overview of the solution: This is an 18-month TA program for Participating Financial Institutions

(PFIs) of the Development Bank of Nigeria (DBN) which aims to provide downscaling support to the

PFIs to increase participation in the MSME segment and expand their MSME portfolio under

sustainable and commercially viable terms.

Organization implementing the solution: The Development Bank of Nigeria (DBN)

Organization funding the solution: The TA is funded by a loan from the IBRD.

Start & end date of the solution: 
The program kicked off in July 2020 and is scheduled to end in December 2021.

Target group: 

Eligibility Criteria:

Main aims of the solution:

Mechanisms of the solution:

Connecting entrepreneurs to other entrepreneurs, mentors,

or potential clients for better decision making, increased

partnerships and collaboration.

AdvisorySupport delivered in the form of advice, dialogue,

assistance and problem solving to tackle arising problems

of the system.
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5 PFIs receiving Technical Assistance.

Staff of PFIs have received training in the areas of risk management, credit scoring models,

renewable energy and energy efficiency, agriculture and exports, gender business.

PFIs are more open to innovative approaches to lending and product offerings to better serve the

MSMEs particularly in these times when many MSMEs are facing challenges with their business.

TA is providing leverage to the PFIs to quickly implement some MSME-focused strategies for their

businesses.

Gaps in information sharing/data collection for assessment as TA program is virtual due to the

pandemic.

Some reluctance from some PFIs due to the uncertainties in desired outcomes of the TA to

adequately respond to the challenges of these times. This resulted in a slow take-off.

Misalignment amongst key units within the bank towards the common goal due to the virtual

engagements resulting in some initial hiccups in coordination.

DBN employed an independent consultant to oversee the project. Consultant relates closely with

the banks to obtain all needed information, coordinate work streams related to different units

within the banks, and bridge all gaps.

TA included a well-articulated COVID-19 proposition tailored to individual PFIs’ specific needs

resulting in an efficient response for each PFI to the challenges they experienced. 

Weekly meetings and/or training programs were organized and still ongoing. PFIs now have an

immense appreciation of the benefits of the TA.

DBN must have a clear communication strategy and engagement plan for all interventions for

proper demystification and full cooperation of PFIs and key stakeholders. This is to avoid delays in

implementation and achieve desired outcomes. 

Going forward, TA engagement plan must speak to each PFI’s specific needs and TA content and

timelines for deliverables should be staggered based on same. Provision should be made for this

in the master work plan for the project.

A lot of PFIs in Nigeria have had access to different TA programs sponsored by DFIs with varied

outcomes and so are a bit cautious to take on more. Whilst the benefits of such interventions are

undeniable, DBN must ensure that TAs aim to provide benefits to the PFIs relevant to prevailing

socio-economic conditions.

The TA program accelerated execution of certain MSME focused initiatives which may have been

within or without the PFIs’ strategic plan as it exposed the PFIs to more products and offerings to

explore and provided support to actualize same.

Ongoing TA program is a pilot consisting of 5 PFIs. This is scalable as DBN currently has 40 PFIs

and the number of PFIs will continue to grow. DBN will leverage on the learnings for full roll-out.

Upon completion of the TA, DBN will have gained experience and can build on the learnings to

determine the content and design of technical support required to enable banks increase their

outreach to the MSME sector.

TA programs are not new and DBN’s execution of the same can be easily replicated. It is,

however, key to ensure that TA is relevant to meet specific needs of the beneficiaries and not

merely the DFIs goals. This will bring about desirable outcomes.

Results achieved so far:

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution:

Mitigants to implementation challenges:

Main lessons learned:

Sustainability of the solution and potential to be replicated:

Connecting entrepreneurs to other entrepreneurs, mentors,

or potential clients for better decision making, increased

partnerships and collaboration.

AdvisorySupport delivered in the form of advice, dialogue,

assistance and problem solving to tackle arising problems

of the system.
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a.  « Recovery Diagnosis - Diag Rebond » 

b.  « Autodiag Rebond »

a. Recovery Diagnosis is a 3-10 day consulting service that assesses the company’s current

situation to deliver actionable recommendations in order to maximize the speed of recovery.

Four angles: Strategy 360°, Supply Chain, Cash Management and Tourism (specific offer)

b. 100% digital—online self-assessment of rebooting capacities and a specific angle for

tourism (“Autodiag Rebond Tourism”)

a.     78% is financed by the French State through Bpifrance and 22% is paid by the SME.

b.    100% by Bpifrance.

a.     June 2020 until budget completion date (1,000+ companies).

b.    June 2020 until at least December 2021.

a.    SME + Mid-Caps

b.    SME/VSME

Helping French SMEs to bounce back quickly while adjusting their strategy to the new

context and rethinking their supply chain or cash management. 

3 main objectives: quick implementation, matching with entrepreneurs’ current priorities,

and setting personal “recovery” objectives.

Consulting modules of 3 to 10 days lead by a senior independent consultant from Bpifrance’s

network under the supervision of Bpifrance Consulting team.

a. 585/1000 in total (22 February 2021).

b. 500+ assessments achieved.

Name of the solution: 

Overview of the solution: 

Organization implementing the solution: Bpifrance

Organization funding the solution: 

Start & end date of the solution: 

Target group: 

Main aims of the solution:

Mechanisms of the solution:

Results achieved so far:

Connecting entrepreneurs to other entrepreneurs, mentors,

or potential clients for better decision making, increased

partnerships and collaboration.

AdvisorySupport delivered in the form of advice, dialogue,

assistance and problem solving to tackle arising problems

of the system.
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Availability of the entrepreneurs: immediate implementation need to navigate the crisis =>

short-term consulting modules to be delivered in 2-3 months with actionable

recommendations.

Sanitary restrictions for on-site missions. => Blended approach combining on-site missions,

digital interviews, and remote work.

Increased need of peer to peer advices to fight entrepreneurs’ loneliness => digital training

sessions with similar companies (optional).

Increased need of punctual but very specific advice => implementation of care-calls with our

partnering consultant (1 hour subsidized—optional).

Entrepreneurs are in greater need of one-shot initiatives over intensive programs such as

accelerators (that combine training, consulting, networking). These programs are considered

a human capital investment in the medium to long term). 

Implementation flexibility is a must, adapting to the needs of enterprises is imperative.

Including the digital transition into supply chain and management solutions was imperative.

This is why it is at the core of the relaunch measures.

Bpifrance took advantage of the crisis to devote all of its tools (financing, investing, business

support to boost in the climate transition) through its “Relance Verte” in order to turn into

the “Banque du Climat.”

Key challenges in implementing a COVID-19 solution and steps taken to mitigate them:

Main lessons learned:

Connecting entrepreneurs to other entrepreneurs, mentors,

or potential clients for better decision making, increased

partnerships and collaboration.

AdvisorySupport delivered in the form of advice, dialogue,

assistance and problem solving to tackle arising problems

of the system.
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Part 5 
Conclusion & Recommendations

A comparative assessment with other external initiative should be

conducted. This exercise would better allow us to situate TMG members into

a ‘leaders vs laggers’ spectrum. It would also enable the sharing of best

practices with other actors of the financial development sphere. 

Evaluation frameworks and indicators should be decided to conduct an

impact evaluation on the interventions 5 years after their deployment. This

evaluation would be useful to understand future of areas of improvement for

TMG members and their NFS.

Conducting a ROI to evaluate profitability of development banks expansion

of NFS for SMEs. Some examples include Providing Comprehensive Non-

Financial Services to SMEs in Turkey: A Success Story for Both Bank and

Clients and Non-Financial Services - The Key to Unlocking the Growth

Potential of Women-led SMEs for Banks.

Creating a roadmap with milestones to guide development banks in their

journey to develop an SME-focused NFS offer with a detailed timeline and

indicators to measure their progress.

This paper was prepared in an effort to map out the non-financial services (NFS)

offered to SMEs during the crisis. The goal was to present the main work carried

out during the meetings by the Subject Matter Experts of the Non-Financial
Offerings in Times of COVID-19 and Post-Crisis Key Topic Group. It has been

explained that The Montreal Group (TMG) members all sought to mitigate as

much as possible the economic repercussions in their clients’ businesses and

that to do so a capacity to be flexible, along with intuitive and collaborative

solutions were imperative to effectively plan and deliver the range of NFS. 

This report presents the main challenges and lessons learned from a non-

financial perspective of implementing a NFS offering in times of crisis.

Unfortunately, as the world commemorates the first anniversary of the COVID-19

pandemic, TMG members and the SME ecosystem are pushed to reflect on the

opportunities for NFS post-crisis. As part of this exercise, this study offers a series

of recommendations:
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