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A journey about social entrepreneurship – 
for international exchange and networking

       The project idea
• An international meeting place for women about 
gender equality, sustainability, empowerment and social 
inclusion

• High light good examples and role models of the work 
of social enterprises that are working with recycling, 
textile and handicraft

• The meeting place will contribute to exchange of
experience, development of new ideas, establish contacts 
and build a network for the participants from all countries

Micro Credits and Group Mentorship – to 
work together for development and fi nancing
Source of  inspiration: Sirje Vällmann, chair of  the Board of  ETNA in Estonia NGO

       The ETNA Micro credit is a fi nancial mechanism that comprises of:
• The Preparatory phase – mentor groups
• The Transitional phase – loan grups
• Trainings – basics of  entrepreneurship, compilation of  a business 

plan, counting, sales, marketing
• A Financial instrument – micro credit

     Mentor groups – a method to support micro credit groups
• Group Mentorship is a development of  more traditional 

mentorship with one mentor-one mentee. It is a method 
that can be used when a group of  entrepreneurs, the 
mentees want to develop their businesses/work and 
will use each other´s competences and also need input 
from a mentor.

• A mentor group consists of
• 4-6 entrepreneurs (mentees)
• 1 very experienced business owner (mentor)
• Support and guidance



Micro credits in Estonia are not only about money. The system with loan 
groups is much more.

”When rural women were asked what they lacked most it wasn’t money, it 
was self  confi dence. In the loan groups we build that as well as knowled-
ge about how to make a business plan or do the book keeping”, says Sirje 
Vällman in NGO ETNA Estonia, an organization for entrepreneurial women.
She wrote the application for the project in a time when nobody believed 
in it, inspired by Muhammad Yunus who started with micro credits in 
Bangladesh and 2005 was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

Sirje Vällmann is chair of the Board of ETNA in Estonia NGO.

Micro credits help women who can’t get a loan from a bank

NGO ETNA Estonia was founded in 2003 by the entrepreneurship 
support persons’ initiative.
The aim is to improve the image and vitality of  rural life, and 
also to balance development between urban and rural areas 
and to promote gender equality in society. Women in rural areas 
need support for starting a business and also increasing self  
confi dence. (NGO: Non-Governmental Organization)

Money is not enough
”We elaborated the system. A micro credits is a fi nancial instrument of  
a fi nancial mechanism. In order to have a successful business you need 
much more. We combined Yunus idea with the best practices from ETNA”, 
Sirje Vällman says.

The application came in the right moment. It was the last to receive 
support, 240 000 Euros, from Soros Foundation through the Open Estonia 
Foundation. More than half  of  the sum was spent on training mentors, 
process leaders, business training for the women and so forth. 95 000 
Euros remained for the actual loans. Today the program is fi nancing itself  
like a wheel. Women take small loans, pay the loans back and other 
women get new loans. And ETNA is totally independent.

The women pay 5 per cent in interest. The partner bank takes 2.5 per 
cent for the administration and ETNA gets the other half  for the 
administration of  the groups. Nobody is paid for their work in ETNA, all is 
done on voluntary basis. 

The purpose of  the ETNA Micro credit - Loan in groups
• Alleviation from the effects of  economic crisis (reduced or 

lost income, unemployment, etc.) in rural areas through 
creation or development of  business opportunities for 
women and to offer support.

• Increasing rural residents´ self-confi dence and
        entrepreneurial thinking.
• Contribution to reducing poverty and unemployment in 

rural areas.
• Reducing families’ migration from the countryside to cities 

or abroad.



Mentors in ETNA micro credits groups. Processleaders in ETNA micro credit groups

Women in rural areas
The borrower has three years for down payment but every member can 
take a “loan vacation” for six months, and if  someone has really big 
problems the period can be extended. It has worked well. 156 women, 
mainly in rural areas, have participated since the start 2012. 

The fi rst loans were granted 2013. Women don’t stay in the program, 
many take a loan and then leave the group because they don’t need any 
more support. Often they take part in other networks, farmers and food 
producers and handcrafters often have their own networks.

Margo Orupõld talking about ETNA Microcredit in 
Rural Womens Day conference in workgroup.

Training in entrepreneurship
“We want to help women who can’t get a loan from a normal bank”, says 
Sirje Vällman and explains the novelty of  the Estonian version:
“Micro credits are offered hand in hand with a package of  training in 
entrepreneurship and different advisory activities”.

“To start a business is not easy. You have to write a business plan, have 
knowledge about the market and competition, know book keeping and so 
forth. Mind mapping is one of  the techniques that we train.”

Self  confi dence most important
Sirje Vällman has met many women who already had a clear picture 
of  what they wanted to do, but also women who were so shy that they 
couldn’t even speak their dream out loud. Once she brought paper and 
crayons so that the woman could draw instead.

“Another woman came back with a wall paper roll. On the back of  it she 
had written several meters about what she wanted to do. Some women, 
not the majority, have been told that they are stupid and don’t know 
anything – for them it can take some time to gain self  confi dence.”

Different ages and branches help
Every woman in the program is member of  a loan group that meets 
regularly, once a month. The members support each other and are 
responsible for each other. It is an advantage if  they represent different 
branches and are of  different ages – the diversity helps broaden the 
horizon.

Before a loan is granted a member of  ETNA reads the business plan, 
approves it or asks for more information. Many projects are small. 
Women in agriculture can need a loan to buy seeds in spring and can pay 
back in the fall. A hair dresser may have to buy scissors. Someone may 
need a new window.



The success stories

There a many success stories:
One woman with 30 apple trees wanted to use also the smallest apples, 
those that are impossible to sell. She took a loan to buy a press for apple 
juice. The investment proved to be profitable.

Another woman, a car mechanic, got a loan to buy equipment for the 
garage which she had at home. Book keepers can need a car to be able to 
travel to clients. Gardening, catering, baking, accommodation, tourism are 
all popular for small businesses in the rural areas but the ideas are as 
many as the members.

The rules for the loan groups are simple. Not more than two persons from 
the same family. Every member has to pay six or seven Euros per month 
for events, trainings or study tours. For instance a trip to Latvia or Tallinn 
to study handicrafts, which products sell best, how they are packaged and 
what the prices are. Or a trip visit restaurants to see what is done with 
the meat that they produce and maybe find new customers.

Products of microcredit group member.

Help and support
“The groups often meet in each other’s homes. That gives everyone a 
clear picture of  what the others are doing. If  there is a problem it has to 
be discussed in the group. The others can help and support.”

Over the years three members have died. Their debts have been paid 
by the families. In other cases, like divorce, the loan vacation, when the 
down payment is put to halt, can be extended.

“Once in a while women disappear. We wait for a while before we contact 
them. They always agree to start their down payment again.”

“Some loan groups continue to meet long after the loans have been paid back.”

Time for evaluation
Right now ETNA has to think about the future. The interest for taking 
loans has decreased, partly because of  the corona pandemic but also 
because there are other possibilities for financial support today.

“We will start the analysis this fall and then decide which changes we 
need.”

For Sirje Vällman, Margo Orupõld, the coordinator of  the loan groups, and 
the others in ETNA, all the work is done on voluntary basis.

“To work for women is one of  the things I do in life because I like it. 
I combine paid work with voluntary; it helps my brain to stay in good 
shape”, Sirje Vällman says.

ETNA was founded in 2003 and is a member of  Winnet Europe.

Meeting with Latvian microcredit group and handicraft.

Women in Pärnu and Margo Orupõld, the coordinator 
of ETNA Microcredit loangroups.



Mentor groups – a method to support micro credit groups
The process of  starting and running a mentor group
• Promotion, recruitment, application and selection of  participants
• Launch –setting up the mentor group with mentor and mentees
• 10 meetings
• End and send-off

Examples of  meeting contents
• What has happened since last time we met?
• Business ideas 
• Marketing, customers
• Administration, charging customers , legal matters
• Networking 
• Presentation skills

Factors important to the success of  mentor groups
• A carefully made mentor group
• Highly motivated mentees who are prepared to contribute with their own experience, tips and advice
• An experienced entrepreneur as mentor
• Well-structured meetings and for participants important topics for the meetings
• Good documentation to enhance experienced quality

Group mentoring - how to start and run mentor groups


