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Introduction 
 
LINK Up was initiated by CARE in June 2014, with the objective to link at least 10,000 savings groups 
in Kenya and Tanzania to financial service providers (FSPs) over a 3-year period.  The ultimate goal 
was to demonstrate the business case for FSPs to serve informal savings groups, while measuring the 
impact of access to formal financial services on VSLA performance and member wellbeing, particularly 
women’s economic empowerment. CARE Access Africa’s hypothesis was that informal savings groups 
provide a unique and attractive bridge to formal financial inclusion. 
 
Business consultants were engaged to compile this report as a retrospective evaluation of the business 
model and financial assumptions made in 2014. This report serves to distill a number of critical 
learnings over the 3-year period to June 2017 that can be shared with the broader financial sector as 
they target the inclusion of additional informal savings groups into the formal financial sector.  
 
The following methodology was used: 

1. The basis for the analysis contained within this report is the initial LINK Up business models 
developed by FSPs and ADP prior to each products launch. 

2. Actual product performance data was collected from partner FSPs through June 2017.  
3. The 2014 data projections were compared to the June 2017 realized performance to identify 

and assess causes for deviation. 
4. Operational adjustments based on monitoring and evaluation exercises performed by FSPs 

and CARE were documented. 
5. Face-to-face stakeholder interviews were held to capture learnings and insights from the 

project to date, as well as future plans for each product. 
6. The financial impact and critical decisions were distilled to better understand the road ahead. 
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LINK Up Description 
 
CARE’s strategy for financial inclusion has been to view its Village Savings and Loan Association (VSLAs) 
Savings Group program as the foundation for bringing excluded individuals into the formal financial 
system. At their core, savings groups offer a community-based, savings-driven solution that educates 
members about how financial products can be used to build economic, financial, and social well-being. 
Savings groups provide individuals with a way to reliably save funds, within a safe community 
environment, and the opportunity to access small amounts of credit to invest in income-generating 
activities.  
 

Deep dive on VSLAS 
The Village Savings and Loans Association (VSLA) methodology was pioneered by CARE in Niger in 
1991. The model provides simple savings and loan services for community members that do not 
have access or otherwise do not use formal financial services. This simple form of banking can have 
a dramatic improvement on group members' ability to invest in income-generating activities, which 
in turn can help secure and stabilize household income.  In addition, membership in VSLAs has been 
shown to have significant impacts on self-respect and social capital, particularly among women who 
account for approximately 70% of their membership. The VSLA model has spread to more than 70 
countries, with an estimated 12 million active members worldwide. VSL associates estimates that 
roughly 90% of groups continue to operate more than 5 years after receiving initial training1.  
 
The fundamental principles of the VSLA methodology include: 

● A self-selected group of 15-30 members forms a VSLA where all members save money in the 
form of shares.  The savings are invested in a loan fund, from which members can borrow 
money at a member-determined rate of interest 

● Members also contribute a small sum to a compulsory insurance fund which can be used to 
provide grants or no-cost loans to members in distress 

● All transactions are carried out at regular meetings in front of all members with each person 
holding their own individual passbook, promoting transparency and accountability 

● A lockable cash box requiring three keys is used to prevent unauthorized cash movement and 
minimize the risk of record tampering 

● The cycle of savings and lending is time bound.  At the end of an agreed period (typically 9-12 
months) the accumulated savings and interest earnings are shared out among the members 

  
CARE has helped to form 200,000 VSLA savings groups, comprising roughly 5 million members across 
35 countries to date. As these savings groups have matured, and the levels of financial literacy 
amongst individual members has grown, groups have sought to access the benefits offered by formal 
FSPs. Under the LINK Up project, CARE has worked to facilitate the transition of members into the 
formal financial sector by working with leading financial service providers (FSPs) to design financial 
products that support, replicate and reinforce the VSLA methodology. Specifically, this involved co-
designing products that enhance the services provided by the VSLA while replicating the security 
features of the physical ‘cash box’ in the form of a digital, formal financial product.  
 
Prior to LINK Up, CARE has implemented several pilots linking VSLAs to FSPs. The LINK Up project was 
unique in that it sought to test the concept of linking savings groups to FSPs at scale. The stated 

                                                      
1 (VSL Associates, 2017) 
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objective of the LINK Up project was to link at least 10,000 savings groups in Kenya and Tanzania to 
FSPs over a 3-year period, demonstrating the business case for serving savings groups while measuring 
the impact of access to formal financial services on VSLA performance and member wellbeing, 
particularly women’s economic empowerment. While the project was not limited to CARE-supported 
groups, CARE’s 60,000 VSLA groups across Kenya and Tanzania served as the initial platform for 
product development and consumer outreach.   
 

The objective of the LINK Up project was to link at least 10,000 savings groups 
in Kenya and Tanzania to financial service providers (FSPs) over a 3-year period. 
 
LINK Up was intended to demonstrate to FSPs that savings groups can be viewed as a viable market 
segment. To this end, CARE Access Africa engaged Accenture Development Partnerships (ADP) in 2014 
for support with the development of financial business cases to determine the potential profitability 
of banking VSLAs. Accenture worked with each partner institution to determine whether there was a 
true market opportunity and whether and how the FSPs could transition their engagement with 
Savings Groups from an extension of existing Corporate Responsibility (CSR) activities to a profitable 
aspect of their core business. 
  
The financial business case information served as the basis for discussions on creating a sustainable 
model whereby both savings groups and FSPs benefit from linkage. CARE further engaged FSP partners 
by demonstrating the qualities of savings groups as banking customers through in-person meetings 
and field visits with savings groups. Three FSPs chose to participate in the program: Equity Bank in 
Kenya, and National Microfinance Bank (NMB) and Access Bank in Tanzania. 
 

Three FSPs chose to participate in the program: Equity Bank in Kenya, and 
National Microfinance Bank (NMB) and Access Bank in Tanzania. 

 
Each participating FSP had incorporated financial inclusion as a core pillar of their respective bank 
strategies prior to engaging with CARE. Each FSP also had made considerable efforts to design 
products targeted at unbanked populations, particularly through the creation of low- to no-cost 
individual products with reduced Know Your Customer (KYC) requirements that leveraged alternative 
channels. As such, the LINK Up project was seen by each institution as an extension of existing efforts 
to grow customer and deposit bases amongst the bottom of pyramid customers, rather than simply a 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiative.  

 

Under LINK Up, each FSP worked with CARE to design a bespoke group savings 
product that could effectively support the VSLA model. 

 
As part of the LINK Up project, each FSP worked with CARE to design an appropriate group savings 
product that could effectively support the VSLA model. All three FSPs offered group savings accounts 
in addition to low-cost individual accounts. In the case of Equity Bank, a loan pilot was undertaken 
with 50 VSLA groups using a distinctive lending model that reinforced group cohesion. 
 
This report evaluates the business model and financial business case assumptions made by ADP, CARE, 
and each FSP. The report updates the financial model projections based on product performance over 
the initial 12-36-month period, depending on the FSP, and analyzes where and why performance did 
or did not meet initial projections. The report also evaluates CARE’s hypothesis that savings groups 
provide a unique and attractive bridge to formal financial inclusion for FSPs. The ultimate goal of this 
analysis is to understand whether savings groups represent a compelling business opportunity and, if 
so, when, why and how they should be served.  
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Results and Business Case Insights 
 
A comprehensive analysis of the business performance of the savings group products promoted under 
LINK Up reveals nine key insights:  
 
1. The LINK Up project met its stated objective. CARE and the partner FSPs were able to link over 

12,000 savings groups in Kenya and Tanzania over a 3-year period. In addition, this generated an 
estimated 81,000 individual accounts through direct cross-selling. All three partner FSPs have 
acknowledged the business potential and financial inclusion opportunity provided by savings 
groups (VSLAs in particular). As a result, the partner FSPs will continue to target these savings 
group customers and continue linking savings groups after LINK Up, but with varying degrees of 
focus. Ultimately, based on the affirmative response from both the savings groups and the FSPs, 
as well as the positive financial performance of the relevant financial products, we conclude that 
savings groups provide a unique and attractive bridge to formal financial inclusion. But, the LINK 
Up experience also demonstrates that effectively reaching and serving savings groups is not a 
simple undertaking and not all FSPs will be equally successful.  

 

 “CARE’s hands-on training was as good as a title deed”  
 
2. Savings groups are an attractive customer segment. A common conclusion across the partner 

FSPs is that savings groups, and particularly VSLAs in rural areas, continue to be an attractive 
customer segment that they would likely have ignored without the LINK Up initiative or, in Equity 
Bank Kenya’s case, longstanding engagement with CARE. In the eyes of LINK Up partner FSPs, the 
value proposition of these customers includes a boost to liquidity with sustainable and predictable 
deposits from the savings groups, and an opportunity to engage otherwise underserved 
individuals often located in rural areas. Over the course of the LINK Up project, FSPs mobilized up 
to $780,000 in group savings deposits and up to $2.4 million in total deposits when linked 
individual account deposits are factored in. This strong performance led one LINK Up partner, 
NMB, to make savings groups a pillar in their bank-wide strategy.  

  
3. There is a clear business case for FSPs to target and serve savings groups. When strictly looking 

at costs and revenues accrued by the FPSs, all LINK Up FSPs realized positive net financial 
performance from their savings group products. Gains ranged between $1 and $40 per account 
per year while average balances sat between $10 and $440 per account, increasing overall 
liquidity. In addition to revenue from group savings accounts, FSPs were also able to make a profit 
of between $0 and $10 per year per individual account, as well as further increase overall liquidity 
as these accounts held an average balance of between $20 and $80. However, when the up-front 
costs accrued by CARE to support FSP product design, group training and customer acquisition  
are factored in, only one bank is seeing sufficient growth to justify taking on some of those training 
and acquisition costs directly.   

 

“We were not sure if there would be a strong business case. The LINK Up 
project showed us that there is one” 

 
4. Success requires substantial up-front investment and extended break-even horizons. When 

considering the market opportunity of savings groups, only one LINK Up partner is on track to 
generate revenues that exceed not only the FSP’s direct costs but also CARE’s up-front expenses, 
which all FSPs recognized as vital to early stage product development, initial market creation, and 
consumer awareness building. For two of the three FSPs, that initial investment would not have 
been justified given revenue to date. For an FSP to successfully and independently serve savings 
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groups, they would need to combine a willingness to make significant early-stage investments in 
product development and market creation with a longer-term low-cost solution to customer 
acquisition and support. One LINK UP partner is close to cracking that code.  

 
5. The process can be accelerated through partnerships with agencies like CARE. Over the course 

of the project, CARE enabled LINK Up by introducing the FSPs to the savings groups; helped FSPs 
to understand groups, how they function and what they need; co-designed products; trained the 
groups on financial literacy and mobile banking; marketed the product to groups; supported 
groups directly with the account opening process; and monitored groups post-account-opening.  
All partner FSPs agree that initiating a linkage initiative by banking VSLAs in rural areas would not 
have been possible without CARE’s initial support. Going forward, FSPs admit that banking savings 
groups independently will be challenging, specifically without CARE’s existing trusted relationship 
with savings groups and CARE’s ongoing training and support for groups along the way. The FSPs 
do not usually have sufficient capacity to take on these activities internally. As such, they will have 
to invest internal resources to fill these gaps, or outsource these activities to another provider, 
but the trade-off between better accounts and training costs is significant.  

 
6. Initial setup and customer acquisition costs can be high, particularly for first movers. Prior to 

LINK Up, there were relatively few if any few nationally promoted digital financial services tailored 
to savings groups in Kenya and Tanzania. The awareness of savings groups of the potential of such 
accounts was also low. The costs faced by FSPs to acquire each account was therefore 
understandably significant. LINK Up required an initial spend of roughly $300,000 per FSP for 
customer acquisition activities like training, advertising, customer support and transport in the 
first two years. In addition to the investments made by FSPs, CARE spent between $150 and $800 
per CARE VSLA linked to partner FSPs. However, as the largest savings group linkage initiative in 
Kenya and Tanzania to date, it is likely that LINK Up took on a disproportionate share of the cost 
of creating market awareness and demand. Since LINK Up’s inception, FSP acceptance of the idea 
that savings groups are a viable market segment has grown tremendously. Moreover, while there 
remain few winners, the generally increased awareness among target consumers should enable 
FSPs to benefit from the market creation investment already made by others. As such, the startup 
costs under LINK Up are likely higher than will be required in these markets in future because 
CARE and the partner FSPs were effectively investing in creating the market. An additional upside 
to the initial investment is the potential for the growth in number of accounts to accelerate 
dramatically going forward, depending on the acquisition approach taken by the FSP. This would 
allow the FSP to recoup their up-front investment even faster. 

 
7. CARE-supported accounts performed better, but at a higher cost. The performance of the CARE-

supported group savings accounts was typically better than the other group accounts. We are able 
to compare CARE and Non-CARE account performance, where Non-CARE accounts were acquired 
independently without the support of CARE. At one FSP the CARE accounts had nearly 200% higher 
average balances, and 17% lower dormancy rates than the Non-CARE accounts. At another FSP, 
the total CARE account deposits increased by $280,000 over one year whereas the total Non-CARE 
account deposits decreased by $16,000 over the same period. These are just a few examples of 
how CARE-supported accounts performed better than Non-CARE accounts. This phenomenon is 
echoed by a senior manager at a partner FSP's who noted, "CARE's training is as good as a title 
deed." One of the branch managers at a partner FSP stated that "CARE groups are different. Due 
to the CARE training, we see consistency in the groups' savings. Other groups open group savings 
accounts, usually to get access to a loan or receive a transfer of funds. They put money into the 
account, withdraw it all the next day, and then keep the account open without any activity. CARE 
groups put in funds and build over time, which is good for our balance sheet." 
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8. All partner FSPs will continue linking savings groups but with varying degrees of focus. We 
expect to see a continued growth in the number of group savings accounts, and improved 
profitability per account with scale. We see significant additional upside in the form of cross-
selling to other financial products and achieving high customer lifetime value, however the FSPs 
need to be more active in their cross-selling and promotion initiatives. A well-defined customer 
journey and plan for supporting customers to pursue various products will be important at both a 
group and individual level. To date, FSPs have largely left it to chance that customers will travel 
along particular journeys, and progressively become more valuable and more engaged consumers 
over time. This approach should change if FSPs want to get optimal value out of the group product 
and both new and existing customers.  

 
9. However, to continue to attract and develop quality customers and have a profitable business 

case, FSPs need to find ways to provide training and onboarding support to savings groups but 
at a much lower cost per account. Each LINK Up partner FSP sees the future of linking differently. 
While all FSPs will continue linking savings groups by keeping their product on the shelf, the degree 
to which they invest in driving product sales will vary dramatically. One FSP sees significant 
potential and will increase direct investments in product promotion and customer acquisition. A 
second partner will pursue SG accounts but as a secondary strategy, looking at their group product 
as a cross selling opportunity they will offer individual customers, who represent their primary 
target. And a third FSP is unlikely to directly drive new account acquisition beyond having the 
product available to inquiring customers. Each of these strategies is tailored the FSP’s market 
position and overarching bank-wide product strategy.   

 
As illustrated through these nine insights, LINK Up has demonstrated that there can be a positive 
business case for linking savings groups but getting the offer and approach right is complex. In the 
following section, we break down the critical decision points FSPs faced.  
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Key Decision Points for Success 
 

There are five key decision points that FSPs have been confronted with in pursuing savings groups as 
customers. These decisions have determined whether or not the FSPs are successful: the customers 
who include savings groups as well as the individuals group members; the costs associated with 
acquiring and linking the savings groups to the FSPs; the products designed for the savings groups and 
individual members involved in the project; the process followed by CARE and the relevant FSPs in 
executing the linkages; and the positioning of the FSP within the project ecosystem. We have 
summarized the key learnings from each of these decision points below. 
 

CUSTOMERS 

Should savings groups be targeted? Which groups should be prioritized? What 
behavioral factors should be considered as an indicator of quality? 
 
Savings groups are now a proven entry point to bank the unbanked. Saving groups serve as a gateway 
to rural populations. The latest World Bank statistics indicate that ˜40% more Tanzanian and Kenyan 
individuals saved in 'savings clubs' compared to FSPs2. The ratio is even higher for lower income 
individuals. As such, these savings groups theoretically provide access to populations in villages that 
are located far away from brick-and-mortar banks and generally lack sufficient information to make 
informed decisions about traditional financial services. The LINK Up experience demonstrated that it 
is not just theory. With over 10,000 groups banked and up to 30% of all members taking up accounts, 
the vast majority of whom have never had an account before, it is clear that in Kenya and Tanzania at 
least, targeting savings groups is an effective strategy for helping people to open their first bank 
accounts. The motivations groups cited were largely grounded in a desire for increased security of 
group funds. One member noted, “we faced challenges before the Group Savings account. We needed 
to give cash to a member after she lost her parents, but then we found that the treasurer has been 
using the money for other purposes. That was a big problem because we needed the money 
immediately.” With money securely saved in a bank account, such losses are eliminated. Over 75% of 
respondents in a CARE customer satisfaction survey indicated that they felt their money was safer 
when stored in an account.  
 
Savings group participation cuts across all income brackets, enhancing the business case. To explore 
this phenomenon, we conducted interviews with various FSP employees in Dar es Salaam. A case 
example of an NMB employee in the Retail Liabilities team revealed that individuals are often active 
members of multiple savings groups at the same time, usually with different objectives, rules and 
timelines. Despite being a salaried employee in a well-paying institution, the individual is an active 
member of five savings groups: one savings group with immediate family, one with childhood friends, 
one with other parents in the community, one with extended family and one with close colleagues. 
The strong cultural desire (and sometimes even obligation) to support each other financially in times 
of need, celebration and tragedy drives the organic growth of savings groups, in addition to the formal 
initiatives to form savings groups by NGOs. The fact that saving groups are such an important part of 
the culture and that not only poor, financially excluded people but large segments of the population 
are in such groups makes a strong case for savings groups being both a relevant, and significant 
customer segment for consideration.  
 
Rural and urban customers have different performance profiles. The majority of CARE VSLA members 

                                                      
2 (The World Bank, 2017) 
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were in rural areas and had never held a bank account prior to the LINK Up project. Yet, these groups 
were some of the strongest performers. For one FSP the average balance for rural groups trained by 
CARE was 330% higher than the average balance for rural groups that opened an account 
independently. The results again illustrate the value of training or recruiting highly trained groups.  
 
Across all rural groups, transaction volumes were lower than urban groups. This is likely due to the 
relatively farther distances rural groups must travel to reach an access point. Rural groups transacted 
an average of 11 times per year in contrast to 13 transactions per year for urban groups. Rural groups 
also had lower account balances on average ($160 vs. $228 for one FSP). Agent banking and 
integration with mobile network operators (MNOs) helped improve the levels of account accessibility 
in rural areas, however, many groups, particularly those who were new to formal financial services, 
felt uncomfortable using third party services or even direct bank agents. These customers instead 
preferred to travel to branches that in rural areas might be 30 km or more from their residences. In 
fact, focus groups with VSLAs show that a different receipt type issued by third party providers as 
opposed to a bank outlet would raise concern for fraud amongst group members. These performance 
variances and behavioral insights demonstrate the need for FSPs to invest in customer services that 
increase customer awareness and encourage acceptance of alternative channels.  
 
Incongruently, rural groups consistently had lower dormancy rates on their account than urban 
groups. An analysis of the dormancy rates of one FSP based on 6-months of inactivity suggests that 
rural areas have dormancy rates roughly 20% lower than their urban counterparts. Ultimately, FSPs 
need to be conscious of the different needs, comfort levels and behaviors of rural and urban 
customers and respond accordingly. A one-size-fits all approach to customer outreach is unlikely to 
yield uniform results across the product portfolio.   
 
Across income groups and geographies, a number of factors reliably predict how a group will engage 
with the product. A detailed analysis of LINK Up customers found a number of group characteristics 
that were highly correlated with higher average balances and lower dormancy rates. Those factors 
include3:  

 Proportion of women in the group.  A group with more than 85% women is 200% more likely to 
have an active account than a group with a lower proportion of women. Additionally, groups with 
more than 85% women have 13% higher bank account balances.  

 Member engagement in existing business. A group where at least 50% of the members own long 
term business is 150% more likely to have an active account than a group with fewer business 
owners. This characteristic does not result in higher bank balances.  

 Low group write off rates. A group with a write-off rate of less than 2% is 45% more likely to have 
an active account than a group with a write-off rate that is higher than 2%. Additionally, groups 
with write-off rates below 2% typically have bank balances that are 35% higher than groups who 
write off more than 2%.  

 Member discipline. A group with members who come on time for meetings and who routinely 
enforce rules such as fines for arriving late are 35% more likely to have an active account than a 
groups with poor member discipline.  

 Distance to access points. A group that is located less than 5km from their nearest bank branch or 
less than 3km from their nearest bank agent is 17% is more likely to have an active account than 
a group who is more than 10 km away from their nearest bank branch.  

By both designing products for and targeting marketing to groups with these demographic and 
behavioral profiles, FSP can more effectively attract and retain high-value customers. The 

                                                      
3 (Datassist, 2017) 
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characteristics also generate a number of opportunities for FSPs to consider how to develop a high-
quality pipeline either group direct support to SGs or partnerships with other SG stakeholders.    

COSTS 

What degree of support and quality of user experience can you afford to offer?   
 
All three LINK Up FSPs elected to offer individual and group savings products. Each of these products 
carried initial setup costs, ongoing operating and overhead costs, as well as CARE support for initial 
product design and customer acquisition.  The costs borne by the FSPs varied depending on the FSP's 
level of commitment to the savings group market segment and the acquisition efforts required given 
the FSP brand strength. The primary cost buckets are discussed in detail below. 
 
Product configuration and product management  
All three institutions minimized product configuration costs by making small modifications to existing 
group products and using existing individual savings products. Existing staff members were allocated 
to the new products in order to minimize product management and development costs. During CARE-
facilitated interactions with FSPs, VSLAs requested a new feature. A three-way, multi-approver 
solution would not only be more convenient for group transactions, but necessary for members to 
take advantage of mobile and agent banking networks. This was a new feature type for each of the 
FSPs, however costs were minimized by either using rough workarounds, spreading the costs across 
the bank’s existing portfolio of shared accounts or leveraging existing vendor relationships to have the 
feature developed at very low cost.  
 
Marketing 
Two of the FSPs elected to undertake a nationwide above the line marketing campaigns. The 
marketing varied between $370 to $700 per branch with a focus on radio, print and bus advertising. 
In Tanzania, radio campaigns had the highest ratings in terms of reach and as such, were a popular 
medium for FSP awareness campaigns. Bus branding also proved to be an effective advertising 
medium, particularly for the FSP that had an existing contract for exclusive branding on select vehicles. 
In future campaigns, the two FSPs expressed a desire to maintain the radio and bus branding mediums, 
but also explore new mediums that target affluent customers based on the popularity of the accounts 
across all income segments.  
 
Banks also invested in below the line development of promotional materials distributed through 
branches and dedicated outreach events, often organized in partnership with CARE. Both NMB and 
Access Bank applied tactics at the branch level to increase sales. Access Bank relied on local branch 
employees actively cross selling by asking existing individual customers whether they would like to 
open a group savings account. NMB encouraged all branch staff to open a group account for their 
savings groups in order to improve internal buy-in and sales authenticity. This approach was creative 
and yielded significant growth but continued to deliver accounts with higher average dormancy and 
lower average balances than those that participated in the higher-touch training and onboarding 
process applied to CARE VSLAs. These experiences demonstrate the value and importance of multiple 
types of marketing to achieve results as well as the limitations of traditional marketing when searching 
for group customers.  
 
However, all of this can be undone if the product is of poor quality or the customer experience is 
lacking. Positive word of mouth among consumers proved vital for product uptake. At one point, the 
CARE team was facing an unusual lack of interest from multiple groups in one particular area. On 
probing why, the CARE team learned that a member of the community had funds taken unexpectedly 
from his account through the mobile banking platform. This experience was sufficient for more than 
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a hundred members of his community to dismiss the opportunity out right. The challenge of offering 
a reliable digital financial solution to groups, particularly in rural areas with spotty network reliability 
is non-trivial. FSPs need to be aware of the areas where the user experience can breakdown, and 
ensure customers understand how to use the product and get support when they need it.  
 
Bank operating and overhead costs  
We estimate that when marketing and customer training costs are included, operating costs for group 
accounts were between $3 - $14 USD per group account. This operating cost allocation was higher 
than initially expected, and driven primarily by groups using more costly bank branches to conduct 
deposits and withdrawals. Individual accounts, which saw a higher portion of transactions performed 
via mobile channels, carried lower operating cost allocations.  
 
Customer Training  
A large proportion of the customer training costs under LINK Up were absorbed by CARE. CARE spent 
an average of $150 per group savings account. This spend included marketing activities such as in-
person demos and sales events as well as multiple training sessions by CARE trainers as groups 
considered and subsequently opened accounts. These activities were critical to increasing group 
confidence in potential products as well as, it seems, product utilization by groups that opted to open 
accounts. It may be the case that some of these costs are short-term investments needed to prime 
the market. FSPs need to consider how much they can afford to invest in these types of customer 
acquisition activities going forward, or how they can replace them with sufficiently engaging models 
that are more cost-effective.  
 

PRODUCTS 

How should the financial product be designed, positioned and monetized? 
 
All three FSPs elected to serve the savings group market segment with group and individual savings 
products. CARE worked with each partner FSP to design and promote a bespoke group savings product 
specifically tailored to the needs of savings groups, based on a product template from past FSP 
partnership experience. Each FSP used this template as a baseline before adapting products to their 
internal calculations and strategies. At the same time, each FSP elected to use their existing individual 
savings products, which shared common features of being KYC light with minimum to no account 
opening, maintenance and mobile banking fees.  
 
The group account was seen by each institution as the “tip of the spear” to unlocking a large number 
of prospective individual accounts as, in many instances, it was the first formal bank account that 
would ever held by savings group members. While all groups that participated in the linkage initiative 
opened a group account, not all members were required or elected to open individual accounts. 
 
NMB and Access Bank elected to have their tailored group accounts open to the general public. Equity 
Bank limited the tailored group account to CARE groups only, while offering a product to the general 
public with similar account features. Over time, Equity Bank adopted learnings from the CARE-tailored 
product to their larger general public offering. 
 
NMB’s linkage products included: 
● NMB Pamoja Group Account – NMB launched the Pamoja group savings account with CARE’s 

support. The account has no account opening fee, no maintenance fees, a minimum opening 
balance of $13.30, transaction fees in line with the bank’s policy, and a minimum operating 
balance of $2.20. 

● Chap Chap Individual Account - The individual account promoted to group members was the Chap 
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Chap account. The account has a net opening fee of $2.45, no maintenance fees, a minimum 
opening balance of $2.00, transaction fees in line with the bank’s policy, and no minimum 
operating balance.  

 
Access Bank’s linkage products included: 
● Kikundi Group Account – Access Bank launched the Kikundi group savings account with CARE’s 

support. The account has no account opening fee, a monthly maintenance fee of $0.60, no 
minimum opening balance, transaction fees in line with the bank’s policy, and no minimum 
operating balance. Access Bank also designed a multiple approver feature for their mobile banking 
platform. This was the first multiple approver solution offered by a financial institution in 
Tanzania. 

● Rahisi Individual Account - The individual account promoted to group members was the Rahisi 
Individual account. The account has no account opening fee, no monthly maintenance fee, no 
minimum opening balance, transaction fees in line with the bank’s policy, and no minimum 
operating balance. 

 
Equity Bank’s suite of linkage products included: 
● Equity Pamoja Group Savings Account – Equity Bank launched the Pamoja Group savings account 

with CARE’s support. The account has no account opening fee, no maintenance fees, no minimum 
balance, transaction fees in line with the bank’s policy, and no minimum operating balance. In 
2015, Equity Bank and Equitel, the bank’s mobile communications arm, developed a multiple 
approver feature. This solution was piloted with existing Pamoja groups in February 2016 and 
launched formally to all joint and group accounts in August 2016. This was the first multiple 
approver solution offered by a financial institution in Kenya. 

● Ordinary Individual Account - The individual account promoted to group members was the 
Ordinary Individual account. The account has no account opening fee, no monthly maintenance 
fee, no minimum opening balance, transaction fees in line with the bank’s policy, and no minimum 
operating balance. 

● Pamoja Tujijenge Group Loan Product - In June 2014, CARE and Equity bank worked to design a 
distinct group loan product that was markedly different from the bank’s traditional model of 
extending credit. Rather than extending individual loans with mutual guarantees, the Pamoja 
Tujijenge product extended wholesale loans to the group with a group guarantee. The product 
was piloted from October 2015 to September 2016. Fifty groups were involved in the pilot 
product, which yielded 100% repayment on loans averaging $1438 over a six to nine month term.  
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Table: Comparison of bespoke group accounts co-designed with CARE   

Group Account Product 
Characteristics 

NMB – Pamoja 
Account 

Access Bank  – 
Kikundi Account 

Equity Bank Kenya – 
Pamoja Account 

Remote KYC Collection Yes Yes Yes 

Digital KYC Collection - -  Yes 

Digital multi-approver 
solution with SMS alerts on 
money movement 

- Yes Yes 

Agency banking access Yes, 2,000+ agents Yes, 150+ agents Yes, 27,000+ agents 

MNO Integration Yes Yes Yes 

Transaction fees between 
group and individual 
accounts 

- - - 

Minimum Opening Balance 30,000 TZS /  
$13.30 USD 

- - 

Minimum Balance  5,000 TZS /  
$2.20 USD 

- - 

Monthly Fee - 1,300 TZS / $0.60 USD - 

Interest Payment 3% p.a. on balances 
above 50,000 TZS / 
~$22 USD 

2% p.a.  7% p.a. on balances above 
10,000 KES / ~$95 USD 

 

Table: Comparison of existing individual entry-level accounts 

Individual Account Product 
Characteristics 

NMB – Chap Chap 
Account 

Access Bank – Rahisi 
Account 

Equity Bank – Ordinary 
Current Account 

Remote KYC Collection Yes Yes Yes 

Digital KYC Collection Yes Yes Yes 

Access to agency banking Yes - 2,000+ agents Yes - 150+ agents Yes - 27,000+ 
agents 

MNO Integration Yes Yes Yes 

Account Opening Fee (Net) 5,500 TZS /  
$2.45 USD 

- - 

Minimum Balance - - - 

Monthly Fee - - - 

Interest Payment 5% p.a. - - 
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The group products developed resulted in the beginnings of a competitive marketplace for savings 
group financial services, and rival FSPs in both markets have since developed competing products. 
During the product design phase, LINK Up FSPs had to decide between pursuing an entirely cashless 
model and a hybrid model for their group accounts:  
 
● Under a “cashless model,” all group members would be forced to open an individual account. 

This approach implied that members must use personal bank accounts to interact with the group 
account for buying shares, paying fees, and receiving loans. FSPs expressed interest in this model, 
as it would lead to a higher portion of funds being stored within the bank.  

● Under a “hybrid model,” members can opt to open an account but are not required to. This 
approach allowed members to meet their VSLA responsibilities either using cash or personal bank 
accounts. CARE recommended this approach as a more suitable way to accommodate existing 
member behavior. This tactic also promoted a more natural product adoption curve, as in the 
beginning, members did not always feel comfortable opening individual accounts.  

  
All three participating FSPs opted for the hybrid model. This design lowered the barriers of group 
account adoption by delinking the group account decision from personal decisions around individual 
accounts. To encourage VSLA members to open individual accounts, each partner FSP offered no-cost 
transfers between the group and individual accounts. 
 
Many savings groups respond well to the group account as it filled a practical need and provided a 
sense of opportunity. CARE consumer surveys revealed that members felt high rates of satisfaction 
with their accounts and were likely to recommend the account to others. The value proposition of the 
group savings account included the safety of funds and reductions in meeting conflict. Many groups 
also saw an opportunity to obtain a loan from the partner FSP to supplement their own capital, as well 
as opportunities in different products that they were not aware of before, such as savings accounts 
for their children’s education.  
 
Most groups continue to use branches, in part due to low levels of network reliability and a lack of 
awareness of how alternative channels work. Using the mobile platform to make transactions and 
check balances is significantly cheaper, if not completely free for customers of all partner FSPs. 
However, 70-90% of all transactions continued to be performed at the bank branch. Feedback from 
savings groups suggests that while the functionality was appreciated, as it allowed members to 
perform transactions when not physically present at group meetings, it was not always reliable. If a 
group completed a transaction when the mobile network was not working, they would blame the 
bank. Similarly, if a group member changed their phone number and found they could no longer access 
their account, they would blame the bank even though it would be impossible for the bank to know 
the number had changed. The challenges stem from a combination of low levels of confidence, 
experience and awareness of how mobile banking works, as well as consumer wariness that mobile 
platforms are not always reliable.  
 
How a product is priced can be more important than how much it costs. Both NMB and Equity Bank 
waived monthly maintenance fees for their group accounts, but charged for withdrawals and transfers 
to MNOs or other accounts. Access Bank, on the other hand, charged a monthly fee of ~$0.60 for each 
Kikundi account, but had much lower transaction fees on average. Despite the fact that the Access 
Bank product was often less expensive with all costs considered, groups displayed a strong aversion 
to purchasing anything with a recurring monthly fee.   
 
The hybrid approach was validated. An average of about 20% of the group members signed up for 
individual accounts across NMB, Access Bank and Equity Bank by the time the project concluded. The 
figure is likely reflective of a combination of factors including: customers did not see the value in 
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opening an individual account, customers preferred alternatives like cash and MNO accounts, and 
customers felt the time required to open an individual account was overly prohibitive. Relatively poor 
accessibility in rural areas may have also limited wide-scale adoption, as many customers wanted to 
see how things worked for someone else before opting in. Ultimately, no matter the reason, all of the 
FSPs agreed that putting out a product that requires all group members to open an individual account 
on day one would be a failure.  
 
A loan product could be a significant draw card for groups. When a savings groups decided not to 
open a savings account under LINK Up, it was often because groups were not convinced about the 
value proposition. Specifically, some groups did not feel the account had enough value unless it 
offered access to external credit. Access Bank, for example, reported that many savings groups would 
only consider opening the group savings account if there was potential to get a loan at a later point, 
and were disappointed to hear that no loan product was available. Equity, meanwhile, offered loans 
to a very small number of groups on a pilot basis, with other group customers regularly asking bank 
staff when the product would be rolled out at a greater scale. CARE - and Equity – remain cautious 
about the prospect of lending to groups in large volumes. Further testing of the Pamoja Tujijenge 
product and products like it are worthy of consideration given the added strength this can offer to the 
business case as well as overall group financial performance.  
 

PROCESS 

How should the project be executed to maximize the probability of success? 
 
There is value in testing a minimal viable product quickly and cheaply, even with a relatively poor 
product-market fit. NMB’s approach was low risk in terms of opportunity cost, which made it easier 
to convince internal and corporate stakeholders about the opportunity. The CARE and NMB teams 
initially co-designed the Pamoja account in a way that required significant investment and time to 
build, and team members expectedly struggled to get approval from senior stakeholders. In order to 
move ahead with the project, NMB instead tailored an existing individual account product for the 
group's purposes. This resulted in a substandard product, but allowed NMB to prove a concept cheaply 
and quickly. Once the product and opportunity were proven, the bank acknowledged the opportunity 
and made savings groups a core element of their retail strategy. Equity Bank also modified the fee 
structure of an existing product, which allowed the bank to minimize the upfront product 
configuration costs before internal stakeholders were completely convinced about the idea.  
 
Product piloting and flexibility is vital for sustainable success. Throughout the LINK Up project, it has 
been important for both CARE and the partner FSPs to adapt to customer needs along the way. Access 
Bank, for example, piloted their group savings product with a minimum opening balance of $25 and 
received a negative response from groups, as the amount was seen as prohibitively high. Access Bank 
responded by reducing the requirement. Adaptability was also important for CARE. After 6-12 months 
of active training and promotion, CARE realized their outreach model was both too expensive and too 
slow. Relying on behavioral economics and traditional marketing practices, CARE reduced the time 
and cost required for training by 40% while maintaining the sort of quality FSPs had come to expect 
of group customers sourced with CARE’s support.  
 
It helps to meet groups where they are, and reduce requirements for members to travel to branches 
for account opening. Despite the fact that once groups have an account they often travel to the 
branch to conduct transactions, initial acquisition is best pursued at a group’s location. To open NMB's 
Pamoja account, key group members are required to travel to the nearest bank branch and apply in 
person. They then must return a few days later to pick up the account documentation. A similar 
process is required for both Access Bank's Kikundi account and Equity Bank's Pamoja account. This 
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proved to be a significant barrier in terms of both cost and time, especially for the groups in rural 
areas. Where CARE supported groups, groups typically had their required documentation ready but 
were still required to travel to the branch at least twice to open and activate their account. NMB found 
a way to reduce this challenge by having bank agents travel to group locations to pick up the required 
KYC documents and then travel back to the branch to file the paperwork. The group then only had to 
make one trip to pick up the account documentation. While this solution proved effective, FSPs that 
invest in remote account opening solutions will reduce the barriers for group account acquisition.  
 
Measurement systems should be in place to track the full customer experience and benchmark 
product performance. Basic tracking metrics were agreed upon between CARE and each FSP before 
each product’s launch, such as number of accounts, dormancy rates and account balances. However, 
all FSPs struggled to track both group account performance and the performance of individual 
accounts held by members of a particular group. Without the systems to monitor whether and how 
customers are progressing along an anticipated customer journey, it is difficult to comprehensively 
evaluate the success of the product offerings. Future success will be positively impacted by designing 
data capture and management in such a way that product leads and senior FSP staff can understand 
the degree to which expected account behavior is or is not materializing. 
 

POSITIONING 

Which Financial Service Providers are most likely to succeed? 
 
The success of LINK Up relied heavily on the relationship between CARE and each FSP. The key success 
factors for the FSP are included below. 
 
Strategic alignment. All three FSPs have made financial inclusion a core pillar of their strategies. It is 
important that each FSP not only has financial inclusion on the agenda, but sees it as a long-term 
strategy with a vision that centers around extending the reach of current product offerings to lower 
income population segments. Success in serving savings groups requires FSPs who genuinely see 
strategic business value in investing in and driving financial inclusion. 
 
Internal incentives. FSPs need to have clear incentives and performance metrics aligned to the overall 
initiative. In most cases, LINK Up FSPs focused on savings group primarily as an entry point for financial 
inclusion and means of increasing deposits. This approach was well aligned with CARE’s interest. One 
FSP's incentives, however, were not entirely matched to the project’s savings-led approach, which 
caused a mismatch in focus and crossed communications along the way. In this particular case, the 
project was initiated and executed by the FSP's credit team because they were also responsible for 
‘group’ products. Despite launching a savings product, the FSP team was accustomed to assessing 
performance on the value of the loan book rather than the value of the balance sheet. This ultimately 
led to perspectives that the product was not as valuable as other products, which were focused on 
providing credit to customers with higher degrees of formal financial sector experience. As FSPs 
consider if and how to launch entry-level products for savings groups, it is important to ensure 
performance metrics match expectation and potential. 
 
Reputation. A FSP’s size and local standing is also an important consideration. For example, 
Tanzanians generally have a strong sense of brand loyalty to NMB because of the bank’s high brand 
recognition, levels of customer trust, and largest physical networks in the country (with 190 branches, 
2,000 agents and over 600 ATMs). This brand loyalty made it easier for NMB to drive adoption. Banks 
with smaller footprints or lower levels of brand recognition will face challenges, though these 
challenges may have less to do with the product than they do with overall market position and 
reputation.  
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Physical reach. A large physical presence in terms of branches as well as mobile agents increases the 
likelihood of success, especially in rural areas. Many savings group customers prefer to interact at a 
physical branch or with an agent rather than via an MNO agent or mobile banking platform. This 
behavior illustrates a need for FSPs to invest in customers becoming more comfortable using mobile 
banking and alternative banking channels. The behavior also illustrates the importance of physical 
access points to meet customers where they are, both physically and psychologically.  
 
Beyond physical outlets, the banks with marketers, sales agents, or general bank agents on the ground 
are able to build relationships and trust with potential customers much easier than those without. 
Both NMB and Equity Bank generally have a strong presence nationwide, which helped fuel their 
success. NMB employed Direct Sales Support for individual accounts, who often supported the group 
accounts, while Equity and Access employed Direct Marketers for all accounts. As an example of how 
these investments translate into results, Equity Bank was successful in terms of number of accounts 
and account balances in the very rural region Marsabit. This performance was largely attributed to 
the fact that Equity employed over 70 agents who were placed in settlements (100-200km away from 
the closest bank branch) across Marsabit.  
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Conclusion  
 
This analysis concludes that savings groups are an attractive customer segment and there is a strong 
business case for pursuing savings groups. Savings group linkage efforts can greatly benefit from 
partnerships with actors that already have deep experience working with savings groups to support 
product design and potentially customer acquisition. The analysis shows that while CARE-supported 
group accounts are costlier, they exhibit better performance, in terms of account balance and 
dormancy rates, than the group accounts that were acquired without CARE’s support. Ultimately, the 
research found that all three FSPs will continue to offer the LINK Up-supported products after project 
close out, albeit with varying degrees of emphasis. 
 
Key decisions that impact the success of savings group products are clustered around five areas:  
 
CUSTOMERS. Savings groups are an intrinsic part of the African culture. As such, savings groups are an 
entry point to bank the unbanked. However, groups in rural areas have different needs to groups in 
urban areas, and savings groups are difficult to find and acquire, especially without the support of an 
agency like CARE. In addition, some groups are better money managers than others and should be 
identified and prioritized for linkage. Factors affecting account utilization rates and average balances 
include the proportion of women in the group, the proportion of members who run a small business, 
the proximity of the group to the nearest bank branch, and the proportion of the members using 
mobile money.  

 
COSTS. The costs borne by each FSP varied greatly depending on the FSP's level of commitment to the 
savings group market segment and FSP brand strength. The primary cost drivers include: product 
configuration and product management, marketing and training, bank operating and overhead costs, 
and CARE support costs. Finding ways to reduce these costs without compromising quality will be vital 
moving forward.  
 
PRODUCTS. Experience from the LINK Up project shows that savings groups generally respond well to 
the group account offering as it fills both a practical need and provides a sense of opportunity. Some 
individuals, however, have reservations about opening individual accounts simultaneously and FSPs 
should not expect 100% of group members to open accounts immediately. Most groups continue to 
use bank branches even if a significantly cheaper and more convenient mobile platform is available. 
At the same time, customers are very price sensitive to the point that charging a maintenance fee for 
the group savings account will be difficult. Going forward, performance can be improved by offering 
complementary products such as group loans, as well as supporting customers to become more 
comfortable with mobile and agency banking.  
 
PROCESS. There is value in the FSP testing a minimal viable product quickly and cheaply, even with a 
relatively poor product-market fit. Throughout the linkage process, product piloting and flexibility is 
vital for sustainable success. Linkage performance can be improved through deliberate, targeted 
group selection, and focusing on the characteristics most highly correlated with higher levels of 
account activity. However, customer acquisition is and will likely remain the most time consuming and 
costly activity in the process. Finding ways to reduce the upfront costs to groups to opt in and open 
an account should be a major preoccupation for FSPs seeking to serve SGs.  
 
POSITIONING. In order to execute a linkage initiative successfully, the FSP should have strategic focus 
on financial inclusion, as well as clear incentives and performance metrics. FSPs with a strong 
reputation, a large physical presence and reach, and flexibility during project implementation are well 
positioned to succeed.  
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