
 

2019 has been a good year for Arthavida which involved many improvements 

regarding the institutional strength, product range, working environment and 

brand image. How do you reflect on 2019 and what do you consider as the year’s 

highlights? 

We started 2019 with a big 5 year strategic plan covering 3 main perspectives: the customer, 

internal processes and capability building. When I was appointed in July 2018, the company 

offered about 12 products. We brought this down to 5 key products, which got rebranded as 

well. Moreover, we developed the overall branding of the company by introducing a new 

logo, improving the physique of the branches and sticking to a fixed colour scheme. On top 

of this we came up with a new mission and vision which are aimed on creating the highest 

value for the communities we serve and providing them with excellent service.  

In regards to internal processes, we managed to increase the efficiency of the company by 

removing unnecessary procedures and lowering some overhead expenses. Furthermore, in 

2019 we started the automation of our business to reduce the amount of our 27 year old 

manual workflows. This is our first priority now and is expected to get completed in Q12020. 

This transition will be of key importance to help us evolve and increase our institutional 

efficiency.  

When I first came to the company, I noted that the workforce is very positive and 

committed, but did have a wide skill and knowledge deficit. During 2019, we have let our 

staff participate in 45 training programmes covering 4000 hours of learning to develop our 

staff’s capabilities. Also, we have revised salaries and introduced some important policies in 

the human resource department which were previously absent in the organization.  

Can you elaborate upon the changes that were made specifically to improve the 

working environment at Arthavida? 

The staff is the most determining factor for our success. You have to treat them well and be 

sympathetic and empathetic towards them. Since the moment we changed our mission and 

vision, it has been our goal to align this with our workforce. I always look to adopt a 

participative management style by being in a constant dialogue with our branch employees 

as well as with our beneficiaries.  

In 2019 we have adopted several measures to increase staff motivation and retention levels. 

14 of our branch offices did not have basic facilities in regards to sanitation and ventilation. 

With 78% of our employees and 98% of our customers being female, this was something 

which had to be changed. During the year we have managed to move all branches into new 

offices which satisfy their desired working conditions. A few employees told me that they 

now finally have the feeling that they are going to a bank when travelling to work in the 

morning.   

As previously mentioned, we have made training a core part of our human resource 

management. Each staff member has to attend at least 20 hours of training every year, 

which in 2019, we already had exceeded by October. These efforts have made our staff feel 

more valued and supports the closing of the knowledge gap. We as well held an award 

ceremony to express our appreciation of our staff and reward those who have made a 

significant contribution to the company.  

  



 

How does Arthavida want to impact society and can you highlight some of the 

CSR activities which have been conducted during 2019? 

Between 60% and 80% of our 20.000 customers have been with us for the last 5 to 10 

years, which shows that we have a very high customer retention ratio. The reason behind 

this is our ability to understand our customers’ expectations and needs and always care for 

them by providing excellent service and offering satisfying loan products. There are many 

success stories in which we enabled our clients to climb out of poverty.  

In regards to CSR activities, we always first look at how we can support our beneficiaries and 

their families. There have been occasions in which we have provided schoolbags and 

stationery for the customers’ children. We awarded cash prizes for children who had gone 

through their 5th grade scholarship exams. In 2019, we had also organized an art contest in 

the Southern province for about 200 children. We always make sure that the impact of these 

activities outweighs the money being spent.  

You introduced the new ‘Vigasa’ loan product in the time you became CEO. Can 

you tell how this loan is different from the other loan products and how it adds 

value for our customers? 

Our core business involves a group lending approach through our CBO structure 

(community-based organization). Sticking to only this model would not help in growing the 

business. This individual loan product was introduced to diversify our product range. The 

Vigasa loan is only made available to our top customers, who have demonstrated their ability 

and willingness in repaying previous loans. These loans are also larger in size and can be 

used for income-generation but also for housing repairs. The beauty of this product is that 

the recovery ratio currently is a 100%. 

It is argued that in order to truly alleviate poverty there is a need to increase the 

financial literacy of the microfinance beneficiaries. What is your view on this and 

how does Arthavida aim to enhance the financial literacy of our customers? 

Of course financial literacy is of high importance in effectively reducing poverty, there is no 

doubt in that. In cooperation with Arthacharya foundation, which is our parent organization, 

we have established two community colleges to promote social empowerment. This was 

made possible thanks to our foreign donors. These community colleges will organize 

different training programmes in regards to financial literacy, tertiary education and skills to 

generate an income, covering children in preschool to adults. Whilst Arthacharya will conduct 

these activities, Arthavida will be there to absorb the people into the microfinance 

programme.   

Furthermore, we support the development of our beneficiaries’ financial and business 

acumen through our CBO meetings and assistance of our staff in the loan request process, in 

which they have to make an income and expenditure statement. However, there are not yet 

any formalized training programmes on this, which we hope to integrate in the medium 

term.  

  



 

What challenges did Arthavida face in 2019 and how did it manage to deal with 

them? 

All factors were good up to April until the Easter attacks happened. This has caused many 

problems in the Sri Lankan economy and also hit the microfinance industry. GDP growth only 

reached 2.7% in Q32019 which is on a similar level in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Credit 

extended to the private sector increased only by Rs. 64.7 billion during the first eight months 

of 2019 compared to the increase of Rs. 449.1 billion in the corresponding period of 2018. 

These externalities have troubled us in two ways: on the customer side (demand) and on the 

funding side (supply). As a result we were only able to reach a 550 million rupees loan 

portfolio and 20.000 customers whilst our aim was to reach 625 million and 25.000 

customers. Due to a deteriorating economy, customers’ ability to repay declined. These 

weakening conditions have caused some MFIs to incur losses as a result of increased non-

performing loans. Moreover, domestic banks had reduced their loan disbursements and 

concessional funds from foreign funders have declined as well. 

Under the circumstances during 2019, our non-performing loans were at a manageable rate 

compared to other MFIs in the industry, because of the quality and loyalty of our customer 

base and also the well-planned recovery actions taken by our frontline staff. We did not cut 

down on any expenses with regard to human resource development activities because we 

feel it is much needed for our future sustainability and we did not want to comprise on our 

long-term strategies.  

Which are the main strategies planned for 2020 and where do you want the 

company to be in one year time? 

For 2020 our main goal is to consolidate the business due to prevailing market conditions. 

This will involve the further optimization of our efficiency and reaping the benefits of the 

automation once it’s finished. We currently have a very high operational cost of about 65% 

of our income which needs to be lowered.  

For 2020 we still hope to expand our loan portfolio to 700 million rupees and to open 2 or 3 

new branches, but this will only be done if the conditions are well. Also, by introducing our 

first savings product, we hope to reduce our financial costs by mobilizing deposits from our 

customers. We will continue our momentum on HRM by integrating a new promotion and 

performance based appraisal system. Because there is still much room for improvement in 

regards to capacity building, we are looking to further develop and expand our training 

programmes. We would like our staff to become more knowledgeable of the market and see 

an improved overall staff performance. 

2020 will be a year in which we want to reach closer to our goal of becoming the most 

sought microfinance company in Sri Lanka with the best solutions to alleviate poverty. With 

our highly committed staff we want to provide our customers with an excellent experience 

and exceed their expectations. 

  



 

Do you have any final comments you would like to close the interview with? 

Microfinance is the best tool so far identified to help the poor. 

Unfortunately, microfinance is often misunderstood by certain 

groups because of the unethical practices of a few so-called 

microfinance lenders. Microfinance should not be regarded as a 

business, nor should it be abused to make profits for personal 

gains. A new law is likely to take effect soon which will support the 

industry by forcing these bad organizations out of business. 

Microfinance will be there as long as poverty exists and we will keep 

doing the best we can to help the poor to grow out of it.   

                      THILAK ABEYSINGHE,  CEO 


