
  
 

 

Financial inclusion: a sustainable growth factor for Posts 
 
Making business strategies efficient and ethical 
 
 
A growing number of businesses are developing strategies aimed at combining ethics and a more united 
client approach in their market activities. These strategies go beyond corporate social responsibility policies 
and sponsorship, relying on a virtuous cycle between ethics and business known as "social business". Postal 
operators, and particularly postal banks, are at the forefront of developing this strategy. 
 
 
1 The emergence of solidarity and ethics in the economy 
 
Recent changes in the economy and especially globalization have primarily affected consumers with 
incomes or lifestyles similar to those of Western upper or middle classes. Ultimately, approaches to 
marketing and, more generally, to services are largely consistent in solvent markets. 
 
This traditional marketing approach has excluded "poor", "vulnerable" or "insolvent" population groups, and 
therefore people who could become consumers if they were to have access to appropriate services. There 
is now growing awareness in many economic sectors that this model is running out of steam. The current 
economic crisis has encouraged a trend of thinking differently about the most vulnerable people, whether 
the vulnerability be: 

– Financial (limited resources, excessive debts, deterioration of a customer's economic situation 
following an accident). 

– Cultural (illiteracy, no command of language or new technologies…). 

– Age- or disability-related, etc. 
 
There is a growing desire to integrate these population groups as real customers. At the same time, these 
people are sometimes independently able to introduce services that are tailored to their own needs. For 
example: 

– Community cooperatives: to allow unbanked people to access financial services (very common in the 
United States). 

– Easier access to such products and services as "social rate" electricity, telephone and Internet, micro-
insurance etc. 

– Services for migrants and nomads: money transfers, telephone services, travel, etc. 
 
Admittedly, profit margins in these customer segments are weak. Traditional market activity is enabled by 
an economic model based on the volume of transactions and customers being able to move "upmarket" as 
they become more stable. Even weak returns in these customer segments bring about increased value for 
the vast majority of these customers. 
 
 
2 An unconventional economic theory 
 
One of the main thinkers behind this approach is C.K. Prahalad, a U.S. economist of Indian descent (now 
deceased). He predicted the success of an economy that would be able to offer those "at the bottom of the 
pyramid" the products and services they needed according to an appropriate economic model. Such access 
helps these people to escape poverty, all while creating new markets for companies. The fifth edition of 
Prahalad's book, Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty through Profit, was released in 
2010 and continues to do well. Other researchers, academics, consultancies and strategic business man-
agers have taken up and advanced his work. 
 
In other words, the essential purpose of customer service is to provide customers with solutions to make 
their lives easier. For vulnerable customers, these solutions alone may improve their situation, resulting in a 
virtuous cycle: the solution makes people less vulnerable, giving them more breathing space in terms of 
finances, time, security, non-stigmatized status, etc. They in turn have fewer problems, which further 
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reduces their vulnerability, increasing their autonomy and their ability to use services that provide new 
solutions. And so the cycle continues… 
 
 
3 A strategy for Posts in developed and emerging countries 
 
These ethical or solidarity strategies are not necessarily restricted to emerging or very poor countries. In 
France, growth in the banking market has placed the postal operator and its subsidiary, the Postal Bank, at 
the forefront. Financial inclusion has become an important feature of political and social debate. As a result, 
on 7 December 2011, three of the country's largest associations, Secours Catholique (Caritas France), the 
French Red Cross and the Union des centres communaux d'action sociale, published a Manifesto on 
Financial Inclusion. This document proposes a number of measures and calls on public authorities, public 
and private banks and other actors to combat financial exclusion and excessive debt. 
 
The banking sector has shown increasing interest, albeit tentative, in "popular" customers, as demonstrated 
by Credit Agricole and Banques Populaires among others. The Manifesto on Financial Inclusion states that 
96% of "social bank" customers in France are banked, making it possible to strike up lasting banking 
relationships with them. 
 
In addition to being the best equipped to address these issues, the postal operator also has a vested 
economic and social interest. For example, one reason for long queues at post office is the significant 
number of vulnerable customers who come to make transactions, but require a great deal of support. The 
Postal Bank is currently developing projects for its many vulnerable customers, while reviewing its 
prudential rules and procedures in order to more effectively integrate them. These projects include: 

– an ongoing project aimed at detecting and preventing vulnerability by working in collaboration with 
bank back offices and social services;  

– reinforcing this system through a financial support platform for customers, directing the most sensitive 
cases to associations specializing in financial education;  

– new adapted offers ("rainy day" insurance); 

– access to banking materials and account opening services; 

– providing means of avoiding bank account irregularities (overdraft warnings, rejected direct debits…). 
 
This is a general strategy that allows post offices to deal with customers based on their needs, from the 
most vulnerable customer in need of support, right up to the busy manager using the ATM or at the counter. 
 
Above all, this strategy is being set up in direct collaboration with associations. La Poste group has in fact 
developed partnerships with associations working in the social sector to improve support for vulnerable 
customers, so as to make them more independent and familiar with using La Poste's services. Partner 
activity is varied and may include: helping those most in need, supporting families in great difficulty, 
promoting asylum seekers' and refugees' rights, establishing social action centres, running literacy and 
financial education programmes, youth integration, and ensuring greater independence for the disabled. 
 
 
4 From microcredit to solidarity financing 
 
Some postal and private banking operators have made investments in the field of microcredit. This 
financing activity took off in emerging countries during the 1960s, with support from NGOs, including the 
first to introduce such activities, the Catholic Committee against Hunger and for Development (CCHD). 
However, banking and postal operators were also involved in its development. With 15 million customers, 
the now famous Grameen Bank brought credibility to microcredit. 
 
The main idea is simple and familiar: lend small sums of money to micro-entrepreneurs who thus far have 
been unable to gain access to credit. This aid allows borrowers to start up an activity (for example, selling at 
a market) and, as the borrowed sum is in line with their repayment capacity, they can repay the loan without 
complications. The most important thing is for the lender to set up a system for small amounts that 
generates sufficient revenue but can also be repaid by the customer. In France, as in other European 
countries, microcredit is only granted if the entrepreneur receives strong support throughout the duration of 
their projects. In such cases, the lender is able to use associations that monitor customers during the 
application process and throughout the credit period. The Postal Bank has therefore signed several 
partnership agreements to support microcredit customers. 
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Generally speaking, there has been growing demand for a united and ethical approach from all corporate 
stakeholders: customers, investors, rating agencies, and staff. The number of social entrepreneurs is 
growing and the most talented university graduates are now looking frequently towards the social and 
solidarity economy. Furthermore, socially responsible investment is making great strides. For example, 
Finansol, the French solidarity finance barometer which rates solidarity finance systems, has shown strong 
year-on-year growth. Figures for 2011 showed: 

– 3.1 billion euros of outstanding loans were placed in solidarity saving systems (+31% compared with 
2010); 

– 681 million euros of solidarity funding, i.e. an annual increase of 34%. 
 
Postal bank product offerings have a legitimate and broad role to play in this area. They may include 
solidarity savings accounts (interest paid by associations), socially responsible investment, ethical mutual 
funds (excluding certain un-ethical investments) or solidarity funds (with profit sharing). 
 
 
5 A promising strategy for Posts 
 
A pro-active ethical strategy must be clearly defined. In terms of market policy, it creates: 

– an economic relationship of trust with customers (particularly the most vulnerable), providing the 
necessary facilities to allow them to use their modest, but existing, resources, as mentioned above; 

– increased loyalty as people overcome instability. Thankfully, customer vulnerability is not static, as 
some achieve greater stability over the course of their entire lives (in France, half of people on social 
welfare apply each year). This is especially true of young customers; 

– a positive impact on other customer segments provided that these "mixed" services do not undermine 
their own services, as demonstrated by recent studies into fair trade growth and the strong perfor-
mance of social and responsible investment products. The emergence of the "ethical consumer" has 
become a significant trend in today's marketing. 

 
Yet, as we have seen, there are means of dealing with this mixture of customers in an optimal and cost 
effective manner. These have already been tested in the postal world. 
 
Furthermore, the element of solidarity in this approach is a powerful tool for internal mobilization, asserting 
an organization's values and strengthening its brand externally. The solidarity approach to economic 
relations not only aligns with most employees' cultural values, but also with solid trends of political and 
economic reflection. This also permeates relations with public authorities, local officials, the general public 
and other stakeholders. 
 
In summary, the successful postal operators of the future must not be content with merely producing "green" 
products and meeting environmental standards. "Ethical" production, using an approach of customer 
solidarity, has everything to offer. After all, it is the customers who keep these businesses going! 
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