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Abstract

Posited in the context of the exacerbating conditions of the economic crisis, the shortage of financial resources
in the small and medium-sized enterprise market, and the low standard of living of the population in a number
of countries, microfinancing is one of the effective tools to stimulate entrepreneurship. Microfinancing is the
issuance of small loans and other services, such as business development services (BDS), which also comprise
components of financial literacy, business registration, market linkages, thereby serving as a reliable
mechanism to support low-income individuals to start and grow their businesses and to alleviate poverty in the
country. Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) use innovative techniques, such as group lending and gradually
increasing loan sizes in order to provide these services. The systematic analysis of the existing scientific
literature on microfinance revealed the lack of comprehensive research on the significance of counsellor
expertise in the provision of BDS. Thus, the objectives of the present study were to understand the meaning of
counsellor expertise, to see how counsellor expertise could help owner-managers in different areas of their
businesses, and to examine how the organizational factors affect the expertise of the counsellors. A case study
method was used to carry out the study. Accordingly, six MFIs were selected as cases, and a microfinance
manager, a counsellor, and three owner-managers/clients from each MFI were interviewed to collect the data.
The findings show that the counsellor expertise is twofold: business knowledge and experiential knowledge.
It was evidenced that, while the business knowledge of counsellors helps owner-managers in record keeping,
business plan preparation, and financial literacy, the experiential knowledge helps owner-managers in
networking, business linkages, and different industries. The findings also reveal that the type of MFI, the type
of linkage, and counsellor selection method influence the expertise of the counsellors. Therein, the findings
are useful both to the practice and the knowledge domains in microfinance setting.
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1. Introduction

Microfinance is the provision of small loans and other services such as business development services to low-
income people to start and grow their businesses. Poverty alleviation is one of the main themes of microfinance
as it is believed that there are 20.8 billion people living in the world whose daily income is less than 2$s.
(Kumari et al., 2019; Khavul, 2010; World Bank, 2014; Easterly, 2006: 165). MFIs use innovative techniques
such as group lending, gradually increasing loan sizes and pre-loan savings with little or low collateral to cater
to low-income people that cannot be provided by the traditional baking system (CGAP, 2011; Khavul, 2010;
ADB, 1997).

Sri Lanka has a well-established microfinance sector, the roots of which can be traced back to the 1900s. There
are more than 10,000 MFI branches in Sri Lanka representing government, cooperative, bank and non-bank
MFIs. (GTZProMis, 2010; Tilakaratne et al., 2005). The government of Sri Lanka is very keen to develop the
microfinance sector due to its significance to the economy in terms of poverty alleviation, small business and
livelihood development (GTZProMis, 2010; Tilakaratne et al., 2005, NEDA, 2013).

Existing studies show that MFIs need not only small loans (i.e. microcredit) but also BDS to develop businesses
(Peera and Wijekoon, 2019; Fisher and Sriram, 2002; Sievers and Vandenberg, 2007). BDS include services
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such as business registration, financial literacy, market linkages, technical access, and information access that
is given by the counsellors to owner managers to start new businesses and grow businesses (Sievers and
Vandenberg, 2007). BDS help microenterprises to improve their productivity, competitiveness and market
access and thereby increasing their sales and profits (Sievers and Vandenberg, 2007). MFIs provide BDS
through counselling and training (Abeysekera, 2016). This study focuses only on counselling and in particular
expertise of counsellors of MFIs. The counsellors of MFIs provide one to one and group counselling for owner-
managers free of charge. Counselling is provided to owner-managers at different locations such as MFI branch
office, community centres, owner manager’s business premise, his home and even on the road (Abeysekera,
2016). The counsellors must be experts in the business discipline in order to impart knowledge and skills to
owner-managers. Thus, they need to have qualification and experience in businesses to provide counselling.
The studies on small business (Schayek and Dvir, 2009; Chrisman and McMullan, 2004; Rice, 2002;
ADEMCOL, 2001; Chrisman, 1989) reveal that counsellor expertise in terms of qualifications and experience
is very important in a successful counselling intervention. However, studies show that there is no consensus
on the meaning of expertise. Hence, there are many definitions given by scholars for expertise. For example,
some scholars say expertise consists of intrinsic characteristics such as special knowledge or capabilities and
others say it includes explicit and tacit knowledge. Additionally, studies relating to counselling in microfinance
have not clearly defined the counsellor expertise and also have not found out how expertise help owner-
managers in their businesses. Further, these studies have not shown how organisational factors such as MFI
type affect the expertise of counsellors. Moreover, despite the existence of studies on business counselling in
the small business sector, there are hardly any studies on counselling in microfinance setting. Thus, the present
study was carried out to fill these gaps by answering the following three questions: How is the expertise of the
counsellors defined?; how can counsellors help owner-managers through their expertise?; and how do
organisational factors affect expertise? Therein, the remainder of the article is organized as follows. The first
section discusses the literature on microfinance and counselling. The research methodology is explained in the
second section. And the third section presents the findings. Finally, the conclusions, discussion and
implications of the study are given. In this paper client and owner-manager is used interchangeably. Client
means the client of an MFI and who is an existing or potential owner-manager of a micro-enterprise. Owner
manager is the owner of the microenterprise who manages it.

2. Literature Review

This section presents an overview of existing literature and studies conducted on counselling and the ways in
which the expertise of counsellors as well as the organisational factors of MFI that could affect counselling.

2.1 Counselling

The counsellors of MFIs provide BDS through counselling. With regard to counselling, counsellors give advice
to embryonic, aspiring and established businesses to confront problems and exploit opportunities (Abeysekera
et al., 2015; Johnson, 1991). Through this process, clients develop their capabilities to assess situations, to
evaluate the merits and demerits of alternatives and make informed decisions. Counsellors need to have the
expertise to assist the clients so that clients achieve their personal, entrepreneurial and business objectives
(Canadian APEC, IBI1Z, 2015; Johnson, 1991). Studies show that counselling has helped small business firms
gain better business knowledge, grow and survive, businesses and to improve sales and profits of business
ventures (Cumming and Fischer, 2012; Klinger and Schiindeln, 2011; Schayek and Dvir, 2009; Rice, 2002;
Chrisman and McMullan, 2000).

Types of counselling

There are three types of counselling techniques available for a counsellor: Developmental counselling;
Rational direction; and Crisis intervention (Boyd, 1993).

1. Developmental counselling: This is the long-time counselling given by counsellors to owner-managers. In
this approach, the counsellor could help the owner-manager develop from a business idea to the marketing
of the product.

2. Rational redirection: Sometimes counsellors have to mention the owner-managers that their ideas are
irrational.

3. Crisis intervention: In this approach, counsellors help owner-managers when they are in trouble.
The problems addressed by counselling

Counsellors can help owner-managers to address strategic, administrative and operational problems that they
face (Christman, 1989). Further, studies show that owner-managers benefited more if they obtained
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counselling at the early stage of the business so that they could face challenges successfully in the start-up,
survival and performance stages of their businesses. Owner managers need assistance through counselling in
market development, accessing capital and financial management, production, human resource management,
and administrative processes such as accounting and risk management (Rice, 2002).

Counselling in the microfinance setting

There is a dearth of studies on counselling in microfinance setting. Counsellors of MFIs provide counselling
on financial literacy, filling in loan applications, creating market linkages, input supplies, training programmes
etc. (Abeysekera et al., 2015; Henry, 2006; ADEMCOL, 2001). Counsellors do not charge for counselling and
they provide services at locations convenient to the clients, such as their business premises, community centres
in the village, nearby MFI branch office. In addition, counsellors provide one to one and group counselling
(Henry, 2006).

2.2 Expertise and Counsellor Expertise

As per existing literature, there is no consensus on the meaning of expertise (Huber, 1999). From the
perspective of psychology, a person’s expertise consists of intrinsic characteristics such as special knowledge
or capabilities. From the sociological point of view, expertise is dependent on specific qualifications and status
that are independent of individual differences. Further, the criterion to define expertise denotes that if a large
group of people recognizes a person as an expert then he is an expert (Agnew et al., 1997; Sié and Yakhlef,
2009). Moreover, expertise involves two kinds of knowledge: explicit knowledge of a domain and tacit
knowledge of a field. Further, expert knowledge could be divided into three parts: formal knowledge, practical
knowledge, and self-regulative knowledge (Tynjéld,1999). Formal knowledge is the explicit and factual
knowledge gained through education. Practical knowledge is the procedural knowledge which is also known
as “knowing how”. Formal knowledge is universal and explicit, whereas practical knowledge is personal and
tacit. Self-regulative skills are reflective skills used by the person to evaluate and monitor own actions (Mugai
et al., 2019; Tynjald, 1999; Sie and Yakhlef, 2009).

Studies on small businesses show that counsellor expertise is of paramount importance in an effective
counselling intervention. It is assumed that counsellor’s expertise should be better than the client’s expertise
(Schayek and Dvir, 2009; Chrisman and McMullan, 2004; Rice, 2002; ADEMCOL, 2001; Chrisman, 1989).
The literature on small businesses points out that counsellors need to have better educational qualifications,
training and experience in order to provide counselling to needy clients (De Wildt, 2004). Rice (2002)
conducted a study on business incubators and found out that the qualifications and experience of incubator
managers enhanced the co-production in business assistance. Further, the studies on small businesses
(Chrisman, 1989; Chrisman and McMullan, 2004; Gill, 2007) investigated how the outside assistance (i.e.
counselling) improved the abilities of small business owners.

However, the reviewed literature has not defined the counsellor expertise holistically. The literature on
microfinance has also not properly defined counsellor expertise, nor does it discuss how it helps clients (i.e.
owner-managers) in different areas of businesses. Moreover, the present literature has failed to delineate the
link between organisation factors and counsellor expertise in detail. Thus, the present study was carried out to
fill the gaps outlined therein.

2.3 Organisational factors that may affect the expertise of the counsellors

Organisational factors such as type of MFI and types of linkage could influence the expertise of the counsellors.
Types of MFIs

There are four MFI types as given below (Jansson et al., 2004):

» Non-profit MFIs (e.g. NGOs);

> Bank MFls;

> Non-bank MFIs;

» Cooperative/credit union MFIs.

These MFlIs are different from each other in terms of objectives, management, investors, market segments etc.
For example, cooperative/NGO MFIs may have to achieve more social objectives compared to a bank MFIs
that wants to achieve more profit based objectives. Moreover, bank MFIs might consider better educational
gualifications than cooperative MFIs when recruiting counsellors. Thus, the type of MFI could influence the
expertise of the counsellors.
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Types of Linkages

Types of linkages between the provision of credit and BDS is another organisational factor that may influence
counsellor expertise. In this respect, Dunford (2001) has identified three linkages that MFIs can use to link the
provision of microcredit and BDS.

Three linkages are:
1. Unified: credit and BDS are provided by the same people.

2. Parallel: credit and BDS are provided by different people and they work in two different departments in an
organization.

3. Linked (partner): credit and BDS are provided by two different organisations and in general, these
organisations collaborate with each other by introducing clients.

The advantage of having unified linkages over the parallel linkages is the cost advantage given that the same
people are involved in delivering both credit and marketing. However, when it comes to expertise, people (e.g.
counsellors) working in parallel linkages are in a more advantageous position compared to that of unified, as
they do not have to attend to two tasks and thus have enough time to specialise in one area (Sievers and
Vandenberg, 2007). Thus, the type of linkage between the provision of credit and BDS could possibly influence
the counsellor expertise.

3. Methodology

Exploring the expertise of counsellors in microfinance settings is a contemporary phenomenon which has not
been examined in depth by researchers. Thus, the case study method is a suitable approach allowing for the
exploration of the phenomenon in depth (Yin, 2009).Further, this study uses the multiple case study method
instead of the single case study, thereby enhancing the theoretical generalisation which is an objective of
conducting a qualitative study.

The unit of analysis for this study was individuals working for MFIs and owner-managers of micro-enterprises.
Six cases (i.e. MFIs) were selected for this study which were in line with 4-6 cases proposed by Eisenhard
(1989) for a multiple case study.

Six cases (i.e. MFIs) and respondents were selected using the purposive sampling technique. Six cases were
selected based on the MFI type (i.e. Government, bank, NGO, cooperative) and type of linkages (i.e. Unified,
parallel). Two officers (counsellor and manager) from MFI and three owner-managers who obtained services
from MFIs were chosen for the study.

The details of the MFIs chosen for the study are given below in Table 1.
Table 1. Types of MFIs chosen for the study

MFIs Type of MFI Type of Linkage
MFI-1 Private Non-bank Parallel
MFI-2 Cooperative /credit union Parallel
MFI-3 Private Bank Unified
MFI-4 Government, Non-Bank Unified
MFI-5 NGO Unified
MFI16 Government Unified

Source: Compiled by the author

Before the data collection commenced, a pilot study was carried out to refine the semi-structured
guestionnaires. 24 in-depth interviews (i.e. four interviews from each case) were conducted and each interview
took about 45-60 minutes. All the interviews were tape-recorded and then transcribed. Informed consent was
taken from each respondent before the interviews were conducted for ethical reasons.

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. When analysing data, techniques and strategies such as pattern
matching and cross-case synthesis were used. When carrying out the study, validity and reliability were
addressed. Construct validity was achieved by using multiple data sources such as interview data, observations
and company records. Internal validity, which looks for causal relationships was met by using the pattern
matching technique in the data analysis. External validity was achieved by focusing the study on multiple cases
that help generalise the findings. Through the multiple case study approach, the findings could be generalised
to a certain extent, though the main objective of a qualitative study is a theoretical generalisation as opposed
to statistical generalisation (Yin, 2009). Reliability points to whether the operations of the study such as data
collection could be repeated with the same results. In this study, a case study protocol was used so that the
same results could be obtained by repeating the study again (Yin, 2009).
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4. Findings

The findings show that counsellors (field officers) of MFIs use regular group/society meetings to provide
counselling. Besides, counsellors visit clients at their home/operating bases to do this. Group/society meetings
of clients are held in temples, schools and community centres close to clients’ operating bases and homes.
Counsellors provide both group and one-to-one counselling and play a vital role in providing BDS to clients.
They provide developmental, rational redirection and crisis intervention counselling. They have the skills and
the competencies to organise training and trade fairs for clients in addition to their main counselling roles.
Counselling is not compulsory for clients to obtain other services and it is provided free of charge.

The thematic analysis was based on the main research questions: how is counsellor expertise defined?; how
can counsellors help managers through their expertise; and how do organisational factors affect counsellor
expertise? The key findings of the study are given below in Table 2.

Table 2. The key findings of the Case Studies

Research Question Key findings
How is counsellor expertise defined? | Counsellor expertise can be defined in terms of business knowledge and experiential
knowledge.
How can counsellors help owner- | Counsellors can help owner-managers in the areas of financial literacy, record keeping and
managers through their expertise? business plan preparation using their business knowledge. They use their experiential

knowledge to help owner-managers in different industries, networking and different
subjects such as business registration, business plan preparation.

How do organisational factors affect | Type of MFI, Type of linkage and counsellor selection method affect the counsellor
counsellor expertise? expertise

Source: Compiled by the author
The following section describes each of the key findings under each research question.
Research Question 01. How is counsellor expertise defined?

The findings reveal that counsellors’ expertise consists of business knowledge and experiential knowledge.
Business knowledge refers to the knowledge acquired by the counsellors through qualifications such as
degrees, diplomas related to business and by following training programmes. In contrast, experiential
knowledge refers to the knowledge acquired through working with MFIs, owner-managers and by engaging
in own businesses.

Business knowledge

All the respondents of MFIs were of the view that they considered the qualifications of the counsellors when
recruiting them and later they were given the training to upgrade their knowledge. Given below is an excerpt
to support the importance of business knowledge gained through qualifications.

The Enterprise Promotional Manager of MFI-2 expressed that:

“We recruit counsellors with diplomas and degrees in business and later we provide them training related
to the business disciplines. We believe that the business knowledge of counsellors gained through
qualifications helps them in performing their job™.

Experiential knowledge

The findings across all the cases show that experiential knowledge gained through working with owner-
managers, MFIs and working in own businesses are vital to become a good counsellor. When recruiting, MFIs
look at the experiential knowledge of the counsellors. MFI-5 and MFI-6 gave more prominence to experiential
knowledge when recruiting the counsellors.

The general manager of MFI-5 highlighted the importance of experiential knowledge.

“We always value experience when recruiting our counsellors. We believe that hands-on experience is
more vital than qualifications. Our counsellors must be familiar with our lending and BDS having worked
for us before being appointed as counsellors ”.

The following quotation shows that experiential knowledge can be gained through working with MFIs and
other organisations.

The counsellor from MFI-2 stated:

“Everybody cannot become a good counsellor. I have got 20 years’ experience as a counsellor. I started
my counselling profession with an American Project in Mahaweli, where | had to give advice to farmers
and to develop them. | had worked for 6 years there before | joined Mackwoods Agro Chemicals to counsel
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some farmers in Nuwaraeliya. Then | joined MFI-2 and worked there for 6 years before | joined MFI-1,
my current workplace. | learnt enterprise development services from MFI-2, as earlier | was only exposed
to agriculture”.

The findings from MFI-5 and MFI-6 show that the counsellors gained experiential knowledge by working in
their own businesses. MFI-5 and MFI-6 used its clients as counsellors. This is substantiated by the following
example.

The counsellor from MFI-6 said that:
“I sew garments and sell at home. So I have experience in the business. This helps me in counselling”.
Question 2: How do counsellors help owner-managers through expertise?

The findings show that counsellors use business knowledge to help owner-managers in areas such as financial
literacy, record keeping and business plan preparation. The following examples show how counsellors help
owner-managers through their business knowledge.

The counsellor of MFI-3 stated that he could help owner-managers with financial literacy, record keeping and
business plan preparation.

“I have passed the Advanced Level in the Commerce subject stream. Right now | am following banking
exams. Our bank also gives us training in financial literacy, record keeping and business plan
preparation. | always use this knowledge gained through qualifications when | provide counselling to
clients”.

The counsellor from MFI-3 stated below how he used business knowledge to help owner-managers with
financial literacy.

“Many microfinance clients do not know how to manage their cash flows and pay off loans. For example,
sometimes the clients get payment for sales after two months (credit sales), but still, they have to pay the
loan. Further, when they get the money (excess cash) they do not know what to do. When it comes to the
funding they sometimes go to informal money lenders and pay very high-interest rates. Hence we have to
counsel them on how to manage cash flows, save, invest, manage loans etc. ”.

The counsellor from MFI-5 stressed the importance of business knowledge in helping the owner-managers
with record keeping and financial literacy.

“Most of the microfinance clients do not know how to keep records and often they utilise most of their
profit for personal transactions. So when we provide counselling we always educate them on how to keep
records separately for business and personal transactions and to calculate profits. We also educate them
on how to save money because, without the saving habit, one cannot do business. All this knowledge 1
learnt through the training given by MFI-5 to us”.

The owner-managers who were interviewed also agreed that the counsellors help them with their business
knowledge.

The owner-manager -1 from MFI-1 stated that:

“Our counsellors are knowledgeable. Counsellors taught me how to prepare a business plan. This is very
important, not only to obtain credit from financial institutions but also to manage my business” .

The findings also reveal that experiential knowledge falls into three categories: subject-specific, networking
specific, and location/industry-specific.

The following gquotations show how subject-specific experiential knowledge is used by counsellors to handle
problems in business registration and packaging.

The counsellor from MFI-1 stated that:

“Some clients do not know where to register their business. Some with a business already started a few
years back do not have a business registration. So, we advise them to register the business at the
provincial council saying that they are going to start the business with the help of the MFI. Otherwise,
the provincial council will fine them for delaying the registration”.

The counsellor added that:

“If the client does not know how to package, I ask him to go to the supermarket and buy a packet of a
gram and observe the packaging. I tell him that customers first get attracted to the packaging and then
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they buy. If the quality is good, then they buy the product again. | ask the client to design a better
packaging for his product after seeing the packaging at the supermarket”.

The findings reveal that the counsellors possess networking specific experiential knowledge that they use to
create a market, loan and training linkages. The following quotations supported this.

The counsellor of MFI-3 stated that he created market linkages.

“I have been in this area (Kiridwela, an area famous for pineapple cultivation) for five years. Here you
find most clients with pineapple cultivation. | know pineapple exporters since | am familiar with the
sector. | introduce my pineapple grower clients to these exporters. So my clients do not have to worry
about the market”.

The counsellor from MFI-3 explained how he created loan linkages for his clients.

“When the client has used up the maximum loans that we provide, then we encourage the client to obtain
loans from other financial institutions and we introduce such institutions (e.g. Banks). Moreover, we
advise clients to open an account with the bank and maintain the account for three months so that he can
request a loan. Moreover, we ask the client to meet the manager of the bank and show the products he
produces (e.g. A packet of a gram) so that the client can develop a relationship with the manager. This is
also counselling, as the client does not know these things”.

The counsellor from MFI-1 described how he linked the clients to training programmes (training linkages).

“For example, a client who manufactures murukku (a spicy snack) may not earn a good profit due to his
lack of knowledge in business. So | introduced him to business training programmes such as record
keeping and marketing, which helped him organise his business better and make more profit”.

The findings reveal that the counsellors demonstrate industry/location-specific experiential knowledge. This
was evidenced by the following statement.

The counsellor from MFI-3 declared:

“Here in this area (Kiridiwela), we find many clients engaging in pineapple cultivation. So | need to be
an expert on that. I know clients need Rs.130,000 to grow an acre of pineapples. | know what the profit
margin is for one acre of pineapple cultivation. Similarly, a counsellor working in Maharagama should
be an expert in garments, as most of the clients are involved in the ready-made garment industry there.
Likewise, counsellors in different geographical areas are specialised in different industries. This
industry/location-specific knowledge helps us, counsel clients, better”.

The owner-managers of all the cases agreed that they benefited from the counsellor’s experiential knowledge.
Given below is an example to support this.

Owner Manager-2 from MFI-2 expressed:

“When | wanted Rs. 300,000 for my coir business, our counsellor arranged this loan amount from a bank
as MFI-2 could not provide that amount”.

The findings also suggest that counsellors need both business and experiential knowledge to provide
counselling in certain instances. The following example illustrates this point.

The counsellor from MFI-3 stated that:

“Today a microfinance client came and requested Rs.500, 000 for pineapple cultivation. However, I know
that such an amount is not needed at the outset, and initially, you need about Rs. 75,000 to plant and after
7-8 months you need Rs. 125,000 for fertilizer. | told her if she wanted Rs.500,000 she would have to pay
interest and she needed to borrow the money in stages. You see, this type of counselling is very important”.

The example above shows that counsellor needed both business knowledge (i.e. Interest rates) and experiential
knowledge (i.e. industry knowledge on pineapple).

Research question 03. How do organisational factors affect expertise of counsellors?

The difference in the expertise of counsellors could be due to the organisational factors such as the type of
MFlIs, the type of linkage used and the counsellor selection method. Table 3 compares the organisational
factors of counsellors and expertise.
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Table 3. Organisational factors and counsellors expertise

Organisational factors (a
type of MFls, type of
linkage, method of selection)

Counsellor expertise and BDS delivered

MFI-1

1) Non-Bank

2) Parallel linkage

3) Through advertisements
Professionals are selected as
counsellors

1) Degree/Diploma in Business Management.

2) Received training from MFI in financial literacy, business plan preparation and basic
business management.

3) 20 years’ experience in business counselling.

BDS provided

1) Business idea generation and business plan preparation.

2) Administrative processes e.g.Record keeping.

3) Human resource management, e.g.Employee provident funds.
4) Market development, sales and distribution,

e.g.Market linkages, producer groups.

5) Accessing capital and financial management,

e.g.Financial literacy, loan linkages, loan management.

6) Development and production of the firm’s products or services.

MFI-2

1) Credit union

2) Parallel linkage

3) Through advertisements
Professionals are selected

1) Degree /Diploma in Business Management.

2) Received training from MFI in financial literacy, business plan preparation and basic
business management.

3) 10 years’ experience in business counselling

BDS provided

1) Business idea generation and business plan preparation.

2) Administrative processes,

e.g. Recordkeeping.

3) Human resource management.

4) Market development, sales, and distribution.

5) Accessing capital and financial management,

e.g.Financial literacy.

6) Development and production of the firm’s products or services.

MFI-3

1) Private Banks

2) Unified linkage

3) Through advertisements
Professionals are selected.

1) Advanced Level examination and banking examinations.

2) Received training from MFI in financial literacy, business plan preparation.
3) 6 years’ experience in business counselling.

BDS provided

1) Business idea generation and business plan preparation.

2) Administrative processes,

e.g. Recordkeeping.

3) Market development, sales and distribution.

4) Accessing capital and financial management,

e.g.Financial literacy.

MFI-4

1) Government non-bank

2) Unified linkage

3) Through advertisements
Professionals are selected.

1) Advanced Level examination.

2) Received training from MFI on financial literacy.
3) 3 years’ experience in business counselling.

BDS provided

1) Business idea generation and business plan preparation.
2) Administrative processes,

e.g. Recordkeeping.

3) Accessing capital and financial management,

e.g. Financial literacy.

4) Market development, sales and distribution,

e.g. Market linkages, producer groups.

MFI-5

1) NGO
2) Unified linkage
3) Selected from clients.

1) No proper formal education and 2) training received on financial literacy or business plan
preparation.

3) 3 years’ experience in business counselling.

BDS provided

1) Business idea generation and business plan preparation.

2) Administrative processes,

e.g. Recordkeeping.

3) Accessing capital and financial management,

e.g.Financial literacy.

MFI-6

1) Government
2) Unified linkage
3) Selected from clients.

1) No proper formal education and training received on financial literacy or business plan
preparation.

2) 1 year of experience in business counselling.

BDS provided

1) Business idea generation and business plan preparation.

2) Administrative processes,

e.g. Recordkeeping.

3) Accessing capital and financial management,

e.g.Financial literacy.

Source: Compiled by the author
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According to Table 3, counsellor expertise varies due to the type of MFI, the type of linkage and counsellor
selection method. The counsellors attached to MFI-1 and MFI-2 show more expertise than counsellors of other
MFIs. As can be seen in the table, they provide more BDS compared to other counsellors. This could be due
to their superior business and experiential knowledge. Their expertise is influenced by the type of selection
method that seeks better educational qualification and parallel linkage that allows them to improve their
expertise.

The counsellors from MFI-5 and MFI-6 were good at experiential knowledge compared to other counsellors.
This could possibly due to the counsellor selection method adopted by these MFIs. These MFIs selected
counsellors from the clients who had experience in MFI’s products as they had been in the client groups formed
by MFIs. Further, these clients were often self-employed. However, these counsellors worked for the MFIs on
a part-time basis as they were self-employed. Working part-time could affect the expertise negatively as they
do not have much time to improve by engaging in learning activities.

The expertise of counsellors could be affected by the type of MFI also. The counsellors of government MFIs
(e.g. MFI-6) showed less expertise, especially in terms of business knowledge. This was possibly due to their
selection method and poor Human Resource Development strategies in terms of providing training to the
counsellors.

5. Discussion, conclusions and implications

The findings show that counsellor expertise can be defined in terms of business knowledge and experiential
knowledge. Further, the counsellors could help owner-managers in financial literacy, record keeping, and
business plan preparation by using their business knowledge whereas they could help owner-managers in areas
such as business registration (subject-specific), market linkages (hetworking specific), and specific industries
(location/industry-specific) through their experiential knowledge. Moreover, the findings reveal that
counsellor expertise could be influenced by organisational factors such as type of MFI, the type of linkage,
and the counsellor selection method.

The existing literature does not define the expertise precisely in terms of business, and therefore, does not
support the finding of this study. The previous studies (Rice, 2002; Chrisman, 2004) discuss only the
importance of qualifications and experience of counsellor expertise in counselling and have failed to define
expertise. Hence, defining the expertise of counsellors is a new finding. Further, the existing literature is silent
on how the expertise of the counsellors could be used to help owner-managers in different areas and how the
organisational factors influence the expertise of the counsellors. Thus, this study fills these gaps as well.

Given that counsellor, expertise is very important to improve the performance of owner-managers. MFIs must
take actions to improve expertise. MFIs could consider the educational qualifications and experience when
recruiting counsellors. Further, MFIs could give on the job training to the newly recruited counsellors under
the senior counsellors and provide continuous training. Giving training could be costly at times, thus MFls
must think about training junior counsellors through mentoring given by the senior counsellors. Moreover,
MFIs having unified linkages should think about the workload of the counsellors that affect their expertise.
MFIs have to give serious thought to part-time counsellor though they possess better experiential knowledge
being engaged in businesses as they do not have time to improve their business knowledge nor impart the
expertise. Future researchers can conduct similar research in different geographical regions with different
organisational factors on counsellor expertise.
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