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State of Practice Report:
Savings Groups and the Dynamics of Inclusion

• Comprehensive overview of inclusion of vulnerable populations 
in Savings Groups

• Extensive desk review, contributions from 18 organizations, key 
informant interviews with diverse sector stakeholders

• Conceptual framework for inclusion in context of Savings Groups

• Empirical analysis of the dynamics of inclusion with respect to 
specific parameters of vulnerability or exclusion

• Main findings (learning brief) is also available



Basic Concepts

• Savings Groups (SG)
• 15-25 self-selected individuals who save together and take small loans from those savings
• Owned, managed, and operated by their members
• Provide members opportunities to save frequently in small amounts, access credit on flexible terms, 

and a basic form of insurance
• 20-30 million active SG members worldwide, 85% in Sub-Saharan Africa

• SGs contribute to financial inclusion
• Deliver basic financial services in excluded market segments
• Pathway to formal financial inclusion

• SGs contribute to Sustainable Development Goals
• SDG 1: No poverty
• SDG 2: Zero hunger
• SDG 3: Good health and well-being
• SDG 5: Gender equality
• SDG 8: Decent work and economic growth



Parameters of Vulnerability or Exclusion

• Poverty

• Age

• Disability

• Gender

• HIV-affected populations

• Smallholder farmers

• Forcibly displaced people



Poverty Inclusion

• Definitions
• Poor: those whose daily income is at or below the International Poverty Line 

(USD$1.90/day)
• Ultra-poor

• Income: those at or below the 50th percentile of households below the 
International Poverty line

• Consumption: those who eat below 80% of their energy requirements despite 
spending at least 80% of income on food

• Reaching poor or ultra-poor households is an explicit objective of most SG initiatives: 
evidence is mixed



Some findings…

• A review of RCTs found regressive project outreach initially, but observed that outreach increases 

over time: “SG members tend to be relatively wealthier and more socially and financially active 

than non-members, although overall the programs reach the very poor.” (Gash and Odell 2013)

• Cambodia: SGs attracted more “medium-income” than poor or very poor individuals (Johnson and 

Storchi 2013)

• Kenya: “SGs are reaching the middle class of the poor.... SG members are somewhat better 

educated, more likely to have a phone, more likely to run a business, and more likely to use formal 

financial services than the [non-member] population of the study area.” (Rippey and FSD Kenya 

2015)



Poverty Inclusion: Barriers

1. Self-exclusion
• Lack of money to save
• Debt averse
• Seasonal migration
• Inability to meet SG standards

2. Explicit or implicit exclusion by target communities and development organizations
• Failure to identify or engage the poorest households in coverage areas
• Inappropriate messaging
• Inappropriate implementation plans or targets



Poverty Inclusion: Enablers

1. Targeting and outreach
• Geographic targeting – inclusive saturation
• Group targeting – pre-established beneficiary lists
• Individual targeting – participatory rural appraisal, participatory wealth ranking

2. Project design and implementation
• Consumption support
• Mentorship, case management

3. Group policies
• Reducing or eliminating minimum savings requirements
• Flexible loan terms
• Reducing or eliminating late loan repayment or missed meeting penalties
• Permitting in-cycle withdrawals



Poverty Inclusion: Key Lessons

1. SGs reach the poor and ultra-poor to various extents. The appropriateness and effectiveness of targeting 

strategies depends on project objectives and resources.

2. Inclusive saturation, in which areas of high financial exclusion are saturated with SGs, can reach the poorest 

members of communities over time.

3. Given proper training, appropriate fee structures and time, community-based trainers can reach the 

poorest members just as well as paid project staff.

4. Consumption support and supplemental skills trainings provide incentives and means for ultra-poor 

households to participate in and benefit from SGs.

5. Recent experience indicates that flexible attendance, savings, and lending policies can encourage SG 

participation by ultra-poor members.



People With Disabilities
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Humanity & Inclusion, CBM, World Vision and NHH 
contributed to the section of the state of practice report on 

disability inclusion



Global Snapshot on People With Disabilities

• 15% of the world’s population lives with a disability (WHO); 80% of people with 
disabilities globally live in developing countries (ILO) 

• In developing countries, 80-90% of people with disabilities of working age are 
unemployed (UN ENABLE)

• Men with disabilities are twice as likely as women with disabilities to have access to 
decent work (ILO)

• Less than 1% of MFI clients are people with disabilities (HI)

• The exclusion of people with disabilities from the economy results in an annual 
macroeconomic loss of $1.37-1.94 trillion (USD) GDP annually (ILO)

• Inclusion of people with disabilities is integrated throughout the Sustainable 
Development Goals, including in “Goal 1 on Ending Poverty everywhere, Goal 8 on 
Inclusive Employment and Economic Growth, as well as Goals 4, 10, 11 and 16.”

© Humanity & Inclusion



Key Findings

Key Findings
• Savings groups have economic, social and empowerment 

benefits for people with disabilities, e.g. increasing income, 
savings, consumption, well-being and happiness

• Few savings groups systematically target people with 
disabilities, leading to their underrepresentation in savings 
groups

• For disability inclusiveness, SG programs should leverage 
local organizations of people with disabilities, participatory 
methods, and sensitive questionnaires, to identify and 
reach people with disabilities

© Humanity & Inclusion
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Disability Inclusion: Barriers and Enablers

Barriers
• Social stigma (community-based)
• Staff attitudes toward people with disabilities
• Inaccessibility

Enablers
• Intentional targeting and outreach 
• Inclusive program design
• Group membership

© Humanity & Inclusion
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Forcibly Displaced People

• Forced displacement is “the forced movement of 
people from their locality or environment and 
occupational activities due to conflict, persecution, 
violence, or human rights violations.”

• 66 million forcibly displaced people (FDP) 
worldwide

• 80% of refugee crises last 10 years or more
• More than 10 million refugees in protracted exile –

approaching two decades

SEED EFFECT



Forcibly Displaced People: Barriers

• Mobility – uncertain permanence can affect both FDP 
interest and NGO willingness to engage

• CRS in Ecuador

• Legal barriers/restrictions to employment or self-
employment

• Denial of work permits
• Rural location – distance to host community economic 

centers

• Security
• Instability or lack of law enforcement within refugee camps 

can lead to higher crime rates potentially putting SG 
members and funds at risk

SEED EFFECT
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Forcibly Displaced People: Enablers

• NGO commitment to thorough training and follow through

• Government support / policies to incent host community 
support

• Uganda – freedom of movement, freedom to work, require NGO 
engagement of host community

• Adaptations to methodology and group practices
• Shorten (or lengthen?) loan terms and cycle
• Paper share-out
• Curriculum Highlights document in the box
• Increased security measures for box/funds

• Rotating box keeper, carrying the box in a sack, meeting in secure homes, 
reduce meeting frequency

SEED EFFECT
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Some findings…
Refugee vs. Host Communities in Uganda 
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Panelist Name
Organization

Email
For more information about SEEP’s Savings Led Working Group, 
contact co-facilitator Eloisa Devietti: slwg@seepnetwork.org

Thank you! Thank You!

www.seepnetwork.org

Ben Allen
Catholic Relief Services
Benjamin.allen@crs.org
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SEEP Announcements: Resource Spotlight

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many new publications released on the Mango Tree! An Empirical Risk Assessment of Savings Groups: https://www.mangotree.org/Resource/An-Empirical-Assessment-of-Savings-GroupsState of Practice: Savings Groups and the Dynamics of Inclusion: https://www.mangotree.org/Resource/State-of-Practice-Savings-Groups-and-the-Dynamics-of-InclusionAnd a Brief: https://www.mangotree.org/Resource/State-of-Practice-Savings-Groups-and-the-Dynamics-of-Inclusion-Main-Findings
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