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18 MonThs afTer The Launch of The 
“DoubLing savings accounTs” ProjecT:

What Lessons Have We Learned? 

Doubling the number of 
savings accounts among 
the poor



savings banks work to double the number of 
savings accounts among the poor

The World Savings Banks Institute (WSBI) is working with ten of its 
members to dramatically increase the number of savings accounts 
among poor people. Projects are being carried out in: Burkina Faso, 
El Salvador, Indonesia, Kenya, Lesotho, Morocco, South-Africa, 
Uganda and Vietnam. 

Becoming accessible to the poor is more difficult 
than expected

The rural poor do not cluster together in ways that make them easy 
to serve and population densities are often as low as 20 households 
per square kilometre (and even lower in some regions). Taking into 
account poor general infrastructure (roads, electricity grid, etc.), 
traditional ways of providing access – branches, using post offices, 
etc. – just cannot be made economically sustainable in some of 
these very sparsely populated areas, and other solutions have to be 
tried. Some of these have been pioneered by savings banks, such as 
mobile branches and non-bank correspondent agents, but others 
are coming from outside the banking industry, such as telephone 
banking.  

Competition from telecommunications 
companies: a major challenge...

Competition from telecommunication companies is the major chal-
lenge for savings banks today. These companies excel at offering 
targeted service packages at accessible prices to more and more 
people. Even if savings banks have a historic advantage in dealing 
with the poor because they have always been client- and finan-
cial inclusion-oriented, they have serious difficulties of moving to 
a service, product and price level that can withstand a comparison 
with new competitors. 

...or a great opportunity?

The new competition and expansion of mobile money should also 
be seen as an opportunity for savings banks, as the cost of money 
transmission is decreasing. Mobile banking has already been imple-
mented to several projects to extend outreach in rural areas. 

IT infrastructure needs to meet local needs 

Improving IT infrastructure is one of the main goals in most of the 
projects and it represents a major challenge owing both to the poor 
local general infrastructure of the electricity grid and to the lack of 
staff IT knowledge. A functional approach to IT should be adopted. 
The focus should not be on the type of technology or the level of 
novelty but rather on the IT system being properly specific to the 
needs (customer and internal), easy to use and adapted to specific 
local conditions. When developing the IT services, non-IT staff have 
to get involved in specifying their needs.  

Skilled and dedicated staff, essential to success 

Lack of IT knowledge among the staff should be addressed by train-
ing. Continuity has to be assured and knowledge loss avoided, by 
using systems of internal knowledge gathering and sharing. Own-
ership was identified as a possible problem for sustainability of 
the projects. Commitment and internal communication within the 
bank and at all levels are central, particularly if some of the people 
involved are not actually bank staff. Working with agents is a real 
human and organisational challenge and if they do not understand 
and endorse the messages being communicated they cannot do 
some aspects of our business effectively. This may not matter if 
we have delegated those aspects entirely to a partner, but at some 
point the presence of the bank has to be communicated and it may 
not be the bank or its staff that do that communicating.
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The importance of savings

Research by the World Bank suggests that building savings helps 
the poor rise out of poverty. Setting aside small sums in a safe place 
allows people to guard against risks, such as illness or crop failure, 
build assets and provide opportunities to the next generation. 
Poor households with access to savings accounts and other basic 
financial services can thus manage unexpected events, invest 
in opportunities such as education, and build financial security. 
Access to financial services in general is increasingly considered 
a key condition for helping to break the chain of poverty, and 
in supporting developing countries to achieve greater economic 
growth and broader income distribution. 

regulation sometimes constrains projects

Banking law is often restrictive and neither agent banking nor mo-
bile money are allowed yet in all countries. Influencing regulators to 
foster a more supportive stance and open up new possibilities for 
banks is time-consuming and needs early engagement. The time 
span needed has to be taken into account during project planning 
to assure regulatory issues are addressed as much as possible up 
front. The potential legal barriers should be thought through at the 
beginning of a project to estimate the time for the project to be 
put into place.

Local social structure matters

Banks need to acquire a deep knowledge of their costumers and the 
local community to offer accepted products and avoid dormancy of 
accounts. Bank accounts are often opened in the name of the head 
of the household. However, progress has to be made in taking into 
account the central role of women’s savings in rural societies across 
much of the developing world. To improve a household’s welfare, a 
second account, in the hands of a woman, can be as important or 
even more important for improving household welfare than a first 
account solely in the hands of the head of household. For example, 
an account for a daughter-in-law might do more to improve infant 
health than would an account in the hands of the senior female in 
an extended family. 

Leveraging easy access points to customers  

Group accounts/savings can be an entry point to the level below 
the easily bankable customers. Finding the right entry point to 
connect us to the unbanked poor is just as important as product 
design and distribution strategy. Also crucial is allowing a group 
savings coordinator to handle individual customer savings at the 
same time. Another market entry point can be the administration 
of social transfers or pension accounts. Our members need to make 
quick progress in these fields. 

affordability of bank accounts 

Products need to be simplified and product fees imposed taking 
into account small deposits. Fees should be lower than the interest 
rate, otherwise, customers will end up spending more than what 
they save. To offer sustainable financial services to the poor, prod-
ucts also need to be profitable for banks. This balance is achieved 
only by cost-cutting and avoiding expensive distribution channels 
such as post office outlets. Cheaper alternatives should be devel-
oped. Members explore new and cheaper distribution alternatives 
based on kiosks – some made out of ship containers – cooperation 
with local authorities, associations, and agents, pre-existing local 
distribution networks, etc. 

Marketing: talk the language of the poor

In developing countries, marketing is based on TV broadcasting 
and leaflet-distribution. However, alternative and tailored forms of 
marketing should be considered to reach the specific market seg-
ment constituted by the poor. Street theatre is a successful tool in 
rural areas. Distribution of free T-shirts to customers who have just 
opened a bank account turned out to be an efficient way to reach 
the rural community. 
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for more information
This programme is supported by a three-year grant from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation to WSBI. The grant is part of the Foun-
dation’s Financial Services for the Poor initiative, which is working 
with a wide range of public and private partners to harness tech-
nology and innovation to bring quality, affordable savings accounts 
and other financial services to the doorsteps of the poor in the 
developing world.

For more information, go to:  
www.savings-banks.com/savingsprogramme. 

contact:
Ian.Radcliffe@savings-banks.com
Weselina.Angelow@savings-banks.com 
Lisa.Stahl@savings-banks.com



Wsbi – The global voice of savings and retail banking

Promoting the strengths of retail banking as a stabilizing factor in the financial world and acting as 
the main financial partner of private persons, SMEs and local authorities in the ‘real economy’ is the 
main objective of WSBI. The World Savings Banks Institute. WSBI was founded in 1924 and represents 
savings and retail banks in 90 countries towards governmental and non-governmental organizations 
on international and national level. 

A top priority for the organization is the increase of access to financial services as an essential prereq-
uisite for sound and sustainable economic development and personal and financial empowerment of 
individuals. WSBI pursues this objective by establishing contacts with policy makers and by developing 
training and consultancy activities that foster access to finance in developing or developed regions. 

At the start of 2009, assets of member banks amounted to almost € 9,000 billion, non-bank loans 
to € 4,300 billion and non-bank deposits to 4,600 billion. Together the member banks conducted 
operations through 160,000 outlets.

WSBI members are typically savings and retail banks or associations thereof. They are often organised 
in decentralised networks and offer their services throughout their region. WSBI member banks have 
reinvested responsibly in their region for many decades and are a distinct benchmark for corporate 
social responsibility activities throughout the world.
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  Saving safely is important for those who have a 
small amount of money

  Products should be designed with the poor in mind


