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Pro-poor Banking in the Developing World

We talk the talk, now can we walk the walk? Proving it is the aim of the “Doubling Savings Accounts 
Programme” managed by WSBI and funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. It’s easy for 
banks to say they’re pro-poor, but can they actually create savings accounts for the poor and cover 
the cost of doing so? After a year of Programme project start-ups we’ve learned it’s easier said than 
done. Success depends less on overcoming obstacles that keep potential customers from using sav-
ings banks and more on what keeps banks from attracting them.

In particular, we’ve learned that training staff is expensive but remains essential to success; that un-
banked populations are more remote and harder to reach than expected; and that achieving profit-
ability is a major challenge. Meanwhile, we have a major competitor in the form of mobile money. 

None of this is insurmountable, but it won’t be easy. Above all, we must play to our strengths of 
superior security, privacy and relationship banking, and combine savings and money transmission in 
ways the competition cannot. While recognising that the transaction pricing agenda is being taken 
away from us by mobile network operators, we are far from powerless: we can fundamentally re-
think and redesign business processes, products and services, keeping them simple and affordable, to 
reduce cost dramatically and achieve profitability. Mobile money can be seen as an existential threat 
to traditional savings banks, but it is also an opportunity for partnership to reach remote swaths of 
the unbanked poor.

One of the key management tools that savings banks must strengthen is channel planning. Exactly 
how far can traditional branch solutions reach? Can a bank’s own network of agents reach even 
farther, or must a bank acquire access to a mobile network’s agents to reach the really small settle-
ments where most of the unbanked population live? The box on the next page shows some of the 
challenges involved, but even if agents are the right solution, recruiting, training and managing them 
is no easy task. 

The more we stretch the physical link between us and the customer, the harder we will have to work 
to create an alternative presence in the customer’s mind that links us to the service we are provid-
ing. Small bank outlets and kiosks appear to be working in some countries and provide perhaps the 
best means of maintaining personal contact with customers and controlling costs. Front line staff 
are ideally placed to implement promotional campaigns and manage their effectiveness locally, thus 
they can be the marketers of first, not last, resort, increasing awareness through pre-existing social 
networks and other “viral” means. At the same time, head office marketing staff need to instruct 
advertising agencies more clearly on relevant, pro-poor messages and imagery and make sure they 
deliver them.    



As the relevance of traditional branch networks declines, we need to identify alternative paths that 
lead toward account creation and earn customer trust – for example, via pension and social pay-
ments, women’s savings and loan groups, and the invention of new products designed to create and 
sustain accounts for low-income individuals. We must lower transaction fees, and approach regula-
tors more constructively: it’s not hard to blame them for making it difficult to reach the poor, but 
we could make it a lot easier on ourselves by not assuming regulation is non-negotiable. It exists to 
minimise risk, certainly, but sometimes it merely raises the cost of delivering products and services. 
The Programme provides members with quality compliance and risk management expertise to help 
them be more assertive.
 

A bank cannot be pro-poor without taking responsibility for the pro-poor agenda: management and 
staffing strategy must emphasise continuity and knowledge gathering and sharing. Pro-poor savings 
banks must support each other, speak with one voice and be able to bring more to the provision 
of savings services, because the market will not wait. In 2011 we will take what we’ve learned and 
prove that sustainability is possible.
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The charts shown here illustrate some of the 
trade-offs between direct access and using 
agents. They are taken from scenario planning 
for a Tanzanian project where the bank is con-
sidering using both card/PoS and mobile phone 
solutions. The two alternatives are, first, a dedi-
cated employee just for banking business and 
taking space in a post office to offer both card 
and phone-based solutions; and, second, a postal 
agent using a phone to provide the cash-in and 
cash-out elements of the bank’s mobile service.

Both have very different economic dynamics. The 
former requires a bit more up-front investment, 
but this can be amortised more slowly. The lat-
ter has much lower running costs, but the bank 
receives less to cover its up-front costs because 
income is split with the post as agent. The break-
even number of clients for the former is approxi-
mately 1,000, so this is a solution for a small 
market town and hinterland that equally share a 
combined population of 6,000. The break-even 
number of clients for the mobile-enabled agent is 
approximately 500, which would work for smaller 
town-hinterland populations, but at that level the 
bank would go head-to-head with mobile money 
for both agents and clients.

Projected break-even client numbers

Projected annual costs ($ per client – year 2)



Summary of lessons learned

 Training staff is expensive BUT essential

 Unbanked populations are remote and hard to reach

 Achieving profitability is a major challenge

 Mobile money is a major competitor

  Our strengths: superior security, privacy and relationship banking and the ability to combine saving 

and money transfers

 Recruiting and managing mobile agents is difficult

WSBI – The Global Voice of Savings and Retail Banking

Promoting the strengths of retail banking as a stabilizing factor in the financial world and 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 sav-
ings 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 opera-
tions 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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