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Outreach in rural malawi

    “at the beginning, it was so diffiCult to explain about OIBM to 
someone who doesn’t even know what a bank is,” said a Field Based Promotional 
Assistant (FBPA) hired for intense information campaign. “It’s hardest to 
convince those who are illiterate—even those with money—because it’s a 
new method of saving for them. They simply don’t know about banking and 
thought it will rob their cash,” said another FBPA. But as the months rolled by, 
continual visits by FBPAs to the villages with information appeared to pay off 
in gaining their trust. “Now, it’s not difficult at all. The bank is well known, and 
more and more people are interested in joining” said a FBPA.  

Beginning August 2007, the Opportunity International Bank of Malawi 
(OIBM), a savings led institution, started servicing rural central 
Malawi with a mobile bank. The bank on wheels was funded by the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF), and was fitted with the lat-
est information technology mechanisms to provide rural Malawians in 
three districts in central Malawi - Lilongwe, Mchinji and Dedza – with 
increased access to financial services.

When OIBM started its mobile bank operations in August 2007, com-
petition among financial service providers was growing and many 
financial institutions, including OIBM, were struggling to capture a 
solid market share. By December 31,  2007, the OIBM mobile van only 
serviced 490 clients along its six mobile van service points. 

Major constraints to outreach included patchy information flows that 
were not consistent, resulting in out dated information and uneven 
knowledge distribution of the details of financial products and providers. 
Financial institutions, including OIBM, only used mass media through 
radio and town meetings for disseminating information on their services. 

 In order to increase its outreach and obtain a larger market share, 
OIBM, with the help of the IRIS Center at the University of Maryland, 

developed an alternative method to the mass media marketing: an 
intense information campaign, akin to “personal marketing” or “re-
lationship marketing.” This approach helped to deliver some specific 
information and also the information provided through the mass me-
dia to clients’ door steps.

The IRIS Center conducted a study based on a randomized control 
trial (RCT) design to examine the effectiveness of intense information 
campaign on outreach in 118 randomly selected clusters drawn from 
the three districts serviced by the OIBM mobile van. Among these 
118 clusters, a subset of a randomly selected 59 clusters (treatment) 
covering about 14,750 households in 280 villages received the intense 
information and the mass media campaigns. The other 59 similar 
clusters (control), covering about 14,588 households in 325 villages, 
only received mass media campaign. The control clusters are similar 
to the treatment clusters in population and distance from trading and 
financial centers, but are located at least 4 km away in every direction 
from the treatment clusters to avoid the dissemination of the informa-
tion from the treatment areas into the control areas.

The intense marketing campaign started in treatment clusters in April 
2008 and lasted until December 2009. Information was dissemi-
nated through 18 field based promotional assistants (FBPAs) placed 
in treatment areas that were trained and paid by OIBM. The FBPAs 
used colorful fliers, posters, t-shirts and client referral cards to provide 
information on the time and location of the mobile van, terms and 
conditions of the loan and savings products, and ways to access them. 
Mass media campaigns only provided broad information on products 
and services offered at OIBM. 

In order to gather data on outreach, an electronic tracking system, em-
bedded into the regular management information systems (MIS) of 
OIBM, was developed to capture details of new client registrations in 
all of the six mobile bank calling points. Data were collected between 
April 2008 to May 2009 from all new clients registered by OIBM at the 
mobile van stops on  opening date of the account, place of residence 
(village name, traditional authority area name, district), and gender of 
the account holder. In addition, IRIS also conducted a survey among 
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2,006 households randomly chosen from the same 118 clusters before 
and after the intense information campaign in order to understand the 
outreach of the campaign. Also, IRIS held 192 key informant interviews 
in the same clusters to assess the spill-over effects of OIBM intense 
information campaign on the outreach by other similar formal providers 
who compete for the same market share. Interviews were also carried 
out with six FBPAs to understand the process. 

intense Marketing CaMpaign inCreases  
breadth of outreaCh  
The Intense information campaign increases breadth of outreach in new 
clients. Examination of the MIS data from a total of 1,422 new clients 
that joined OIBM during the 14-months of April 2008 to May 2009 
shows that about two thirds (933) originated from treatment areas. 
OIBM reached about 6.3% of total households in treatment areas while 
it reached 3.3% in control areas. The average number of new clients per 
cluster in treatment areas (15.6) was about twice that of new clients in 
control areas (8.3) indicating the effectiveness of the intense marketing 
campaign. It is to be noted that new client registrations were roughly 150 
new clients prior to the intense campaign in the study area with an aver-
age of about 30 new clients per month. By May 2009, total new clients 
in the study area was 1,422 with an average take up of 67 and 35 new 
clients per month in treatment and control areas, respectively.

The above pattern was also reflected in the data gathered from the 
2,006 randomly selected households. Between 2008 and 2010, 88 
individuals took up savings account with OIBM. In comparison, 177 
individuals were new savers with six different formal institutions other 
than OIBM during the same period. While the number of new savers 
with OIBM was 88, it was 30, on average, with other formal financial 
institutions. Of the 88 new savers with OIBM, 72% came from areas 
where intense information campaign was conducted. Of the new bor-
rowers with OIBM, 67% lived in areas where the intense information 
campaign occurred.

intense inforMation CaMpaign also inCreases  
depth of outreaCh 
Analysis of 2,006 household survey data indicate that OIBM was 
able to attract four times more new female clients in intense informa-
tion campaign areas than the average for other formal institutions 
that compete with it for the market share. In addition, four times 
more poor households that were below median wealth level became 
new clients of OIBM in intense information campaign areas relative 
to non-campaign areas. Women and the poor are generally under 
banked by formal financial institutions in rural Malawi. 

An examination of MIS data showed that the intense information 
campaign increases new client uptake in less populated areas that are 
generally unbanked by formal institutions. In the most densely popu-
lated quartile and the next (third) quartile, the share of new clients 
from treatment areas (51%) was almost the same as that of control 
areas (49%). But, of the total 133 new clients that came from clusters 
classified as the lowest density quartile, about 85% (113) came from 
treatment areas. Household survey data show that twice as many 
new OIBM savers in treatment areas lived near OIBM service centers 

with no other banking services compared to service centers with prior 
banking facilities. 

Both survey data and MIS data show that OIBM was able to attract 
clients from clusters farther from OIBM service centers in intense 
information areas compared to control areas. In the household survey 
data, among new savers who lived beyond 7km, 79% came from in-
formation areas.  Among the new clients in the MIS data, the majority 
of new clients (764 of 1,422 total; 54%) originated from clusters that 
are 7 km or further from OIBM calling points. Of these new clients, 
68% were from treated clusters. This is especially important in ru-
ral Malawi where a lack of awareness about formal financial service 
providers and high transactions costs (incurred in traveling to point 
of service) appear to dampen outreach for many formal financial ser-
vices. Intense marketing with detailed information appeared to be 
effective in reaching clients who are female, poor, lived in areas far 
from the calling points and in unbanked locations. The visual presence 
of the OIBM van could not attract new clients and radio messages did 
not reach them. The intense information campaigning is likely to in-
crease outreach for OIBM by attracting unbanked and under-banked 
clients and thus help deepening its outreach in rural Malawi. 

short duration intense Marketing CaMpaign  
is effeCtive  
During the peak harvest season between April 20, 2008 to May 31, 
2008, when cash flow and demand for deposit services is high, of the 
total of 304 new clients registered in the MIS database, 254 (84%) 
came from areas where the intense information campaign was car-
ried out. Intense information campaigning appeared to be especially 
effective as distance extended beyond 5 km radius around the OIBM 
mobile bank service points. During the late harvest season (June 1, 
2008 to August 31, 2008) of cash crops such as corn in the study 
area, of the total of 818 new clients registered with OIBM, about two 
thirds (531) originated from areas where the intense information cam-
paign was applied. Note that the late harvest season is a low cash 
flow season when savings are typically low. Marketing effectiveness 
was  more pronounced during this season as well as the distance from 
OIBM service point increased.

However, during the period representing the land preparation and 
planting season (September 1, 2008 to December 31, 2008) when 
demand for loans was high, a total of 130 new clients registered with 
OIBM, of which 65 came from the treated areas (50%). Also, dur-
ing the hungry / rainy season between (January 1, 2009 to March 31, 
2009) when demand for consumption loans and withdrawal of sav-
ings are high, there was a total of 112 new clients; of these clients, 60 
(54%) came from treated areas.

 In the peak harvest season in 2009 (April 1 to May 15) when cash 
flows are high, there was a total of 58 new clients compared to 304 
new clients during the same time period in 2008. A higher uptake was 
also noticed during this period in control areas relative to treatment 
areas - 23 new clients (40%) came from treated areas whereas 35 
(60%) were from control areas. During the same period in 2008, new 
clients from treatment areas represented 84% of total new clients. 
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The majority (70%) of the 933 treatment area clients joined OIBM 
during the first 18 weeks of the study period. OIBM was able to cover 
about 4% of all households in the treated areas during the first 18 
weeks of the peak cash flow season. This represented a significant 
effect in expansion of its depositor base compared to 1% in the con-
trol areas during the same period. This was especially true in areas 
that were far away (greater than about 5 km) from the OIBM calling 
points. A similar trend was also noticed among the 2,006 households 
surveyed for the study. The ability to attract depositors is very impor-
tant for a savings led organization like OIBM. Depositors are also po-
tential clients for other financial products, including loans and funeral 
insurance, that are also offered by OIBM.

intense inforMation CaMpaign produCes 
deMonstration effeCts
OIBM’s information campaign was particularly effective in increasing 
the importance of information as a means to boost outreach of formal 
financial institutions. This was evidenced by the recent approaches 
used by other formal institutions to increase their outreach. 

Examination of household survey data shows that OIBM’s intense 
information campaign has also had a positive effect on the uptake 
of savings accounts of other formal institutions and informal agents. 
More than half of the 177 new savers with formal financial institutions 
other than OIBM lived in intense information campaign areas. 

Many of the key informants interviewed in intense information areas 
reported that in addition to OIBM, many formal institutions have re-
cently started visiting their villages - especially during harvest season 
(April – July)- to promote their savings products, and during plant-
ing season (September to November) to inform of the loan products 
available for farming. 

Furthermore, in April 2010, we found that National Building Society 
(NBS) bank has started to serve some of the OIBM mobile bank ser-
vice areas with a similar type of mobile bank (same color and func-
tionalities) on days that the OIBM van does not visit and stops at a 
place closer to OIBM service points. They tend to use several promo-
tional materials to inform people about their products and services 
similar to that of OIBM. 

iMpliCations for the MiCrofinanCe industry 
It is clear that the intense information campaign, compared to the 
mass media campaign, helped to increase outreach. Therefore, micro-
finance institutions cannot only rely on word of mouth or mass media 
for disseminating information to broaden their outreach, especially to 
the poor, female clients, and those that live far from the service points. 
The intense information campaign could help in such efforts where 
potential clients could be effectively and quickly reached within just 
a few weeks. OIBM confirmed that the costs of such intense informa-
tion campaigns were comparable to their mass media campaigns. The 
considerable returns in terms of new clients and savings volume that 
could be achieved within a short time in this competitive environment 
tend to justify the costs.

But, intense information campaigns are not without challenges. 
Interviews with FBPAs hired to provide intense information campaign 
revealed that the first step in the campaign involved gaining and es-
tablishing trust with community leaders as well as the villagers and 
would-be clients themselves. Broadening outreach then becomes eas-
ier once such trust is created. At that stage, clear messages conveyed 
through financial education and marketing of products could result in 
larger outreach of financial institutions. 

The information campaign helped OIBM in boosting its outreach. But, 
as shown by the study results, it could be easily replicated by com-
petitors whose market share also could increase in due time. While 
the phenomenon demonstrates the importance of information as a 
key tool to increase outreach, it also signals the need for considerable 
efforts by the financial institutions to engage in constant improve-
ments in product development, delivery, and dissemination strategies 
to remain competitive. 

This brief is written by Geetha Nagarajan, IRIS center. The University of 
Maryland, College Park.
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