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Introduction

Section 4 of the Universal Standards is called “Design products, services, and delivery models and channels that meet clients’ needs and preferences”. The reason why this section is important is that understanding client needs is critical to make sure that products and services actually provide benefits to clients. The main steps in this process are 1) to understand what clients’ needs and preferences are, 2) to do no harm in all interaction with your clients, 3) use products and services to support the institution’s social goals.

There are three standards in this section: 
· Standard 4a. The institution understands the needs and preferences of different types of clients. We have learned over the years is that if you interview clients and then take an average you miss a lot of nuances related to that client’s specific characteristics and needs.  Instead if you can understand clients by type (e.g., gender, location, education level) you can better understand each type of clients’ needs and preferences and enhance the institution’s chance for successfully tailoring its products and services to its clients’ needs.  
· Standard 4b. The institution designs products, services, and delivery channels in such a way that they do not cause clients harm. This section incorporates a lot of the excellent work of the Smart Campaign, making sure that clients understand the products and terms and do not commit to anything debts they can’t manage.
· Standard 4c. The institution’s products, services, delivery models and channels are designed to benefit clients, in line with the institution’s social goals. Having a clear understanding of your social goals as an institution and how your products and services help you achieve this is the focus of today’s presentations.

Today’s presentation will focus on Standard 4c, which has 4 Essential Practices. 
4c.1 Reducing the barriers to financial inclusion faced by target clients (e.g., making points of service accessible to excluded people; offering suitable product terms for poor people).

4c.2 Providing timely access to sufficient money and services that allow clients to reduce their risk and cope with common emergencies (e.g., access to savings, insurance, emergency loans, business support services).

4c.3 Creating other benefits for clients by enabling them to invest in economic opportunities (e.g., loans for/leasing machinery) and address anticipated household needs (e.g., home improvement loans, wedding savings).

4c.4 Complaints information is used to improve the organization's operations, products, and communications. (Client Protection Principle 7)  In our last Implementation Series webinar on this topic one of our speakers from an MFI in Bosnia stated, “Every complaint is a chance to learn,” a quote, which I thought was very appropriate for this section.  

Interview with Sameera B of Grameen Koota (India) 
We are now going to move to the interview portion. 

Before you start with your presentation, can you give a little bit of background of yourself? 
Sameera B has been working with Grameen Koota since 2010 and prior to that spent three years in Nielsen as a client service executive in the industrial market research division. 

Then the first question would be: Can you tells us about Grameen Koota’s mission and how it understands clients needs and preferences?
 Grameen Koota (“GK”) was launched in 1996, inspired by the book ‘Give Us Credit’ by Alex Counts. GK started as a division of the NGO, T. Muniswamappa Trust with seed-capital from Grameen Trust. In October of 2007 it transformed to Grameen Financial Services Pvt Ltd.  (“GFSPL”), a Non-Banking Finance Company. Currently the MFI operates in 41 Districts across 3 States in India and serves over 315,000 clients with a portfolio of 43 million Rupees (more than $807,000).  
GK’s mission is: a) To transform and uplift the lives of poor and low-income families with micro-finance and other development services, and b) To be a sustainable, friendly and trusted provider of affordable and need-based services.

Can you explain more about Grameen Koota’s philosophy and how you get feedback from clients?

Grameen Koota constantly endeavors to meet the requirements of the clients by offering need-based services. GK conducts customer surveys and market research on frequent basis.  The MFI must conduct research before it designs and introduces its products.  
GK used to get constant feedback from field staff about client needs and requirements, and the management was always updated about customer feedback, but in an informal way. Now the system has been restructured so information flows from the customers to GK in a way such that data can be analyzed and decisions taken formally.  Now we use a two-pronged approach to gathering feedback that relies on 1) in person interviews of clients by Area Managers and 2) phone interviews conducted daily by our two call center staff.

Can you tell us more about your target clients? Also, what barriers do your clients have to financial inclusion?
GK targets poor and low-income households in rural and urban areas across three states in India, where most do not have access to formal credit. 
GK has developed products and services to meet the life cycle needs of clients.

GK continuously strives to understand client needs and challenges and offers wide range of financial products and development services to meet these needs.  In order to better understand its clients, GK does a detailed segmentation of its clients. There are 6 subsets of clients defined based on the length of time that the clients have been with GK:

· New clients -  

· those who joined less than one month ago 

· those who have been with GK for between 1-6 months 

· Mature clients – 

·  those who have been with GK for 1-3 years

·  those who have been clients for more than 3 years

· Clients who are exiting the institution.  

· Renewal clients - those who have taken a loan in the last month.
How were Grameen Koota’s products developed? How do you make sure that they meet clients’ needs and preferences?
GK offers wide range of products to its clients to reduce their risk and cope with emergencies, such as:
· Emergency loan 

· Savings/Pension 
· Arogya loan (a health care program to improve clients living standards)
· Festival loan

· Medical Loan

· Life insurance
The pension scheme is a program of the Indian government but GK acts as an aggregator and implementer for the government.  Regulation prohibits GK from accepting savings on its own, but through the government program they can offer this service to their clients as part of the pension scheme.
Argoya is a medical program that is implemented in partnership with two NGOs in order to offer quality medical services to families of GK’s clients.  These services protect them from over-indebtedness due to sudden hospitalization.  Grameen Koota identifies the beneficiaries from among its clients and the health service providers arrange for the medical services the clients’ or their families need.  This program was introduced because GK’s customer research showed that none of the clients had insurance and many had trouble due to health shocks, which were causing them to spend approximately 30-35% of the clients’ income on health expenses.  GK offered this program in order to help the clients manage this challenge better.

Festival – this is a consumption loan offered as a paralleled loan for GK clients to help them manage their cash constraints due to India’s regular festivals. 

Medical – The medical loan helps clients cope with medical emergencies and expenses.  When GK staff hears of a client with a medical emergency they can extend the client this type of loan up to a certain amount, which is authorized by the branch manager. 

Emergency – The emergency loan used to be available only to 2 clients out of every group, however, based on client feedback and need, GK updated its policy.  Now the emergency loans are available in parallel to the clients’ existing loans for up to 50% of the groups’ members. 

Can you tell us about the idea of the life cycle of client needs?

GK has categorized its range of financial products into credit for productive purposes, livelihood support, and social welfare products, which are separate from the development services offered.
The institution designed the following products specifically to certain lifecycle events:

· Birth – medical loan

· Childhood – education loans, after school programs, vocational training and credit

· Working life – productive loans, housing/asset creation loans

· Old age – pension scheme

· Common products throughout – health coverage, life insurance (offered to all clients), consumption loans

· Services – awareness program (health, nutrition, money management, hygiene, government services), financial education program, health and eye camps.  The goal of these programs is to increase clients’ awareness level and enhance their understanding on these topics.  GK also offers socio economic development workshops, which cover family planning, law, and health topics for both the clients and the community (non clients).  These workshops are offered twice a year in all the branches and use prominent speakers to encourage attendance. 
Can you tell us more about how GK collects feedback from clients and how is that information used?

GK tries to meet the requirements of clients by offering a wide range of services. In order to do so GK conducts market research on a frequent basis. 

The institution introduced a two-prong feedback process:

· Clients are interviewed in person face-to-face by Area Managers on a monthly basis, and 

· Clients are interviewed over phone on daily basis with the help of a call center.

The interviews by area managers were initially done once a quarter as pilot and later were regularized to happen on a monthly basis and to cover 5-10 clients per manager per month. 

The call center team segments clients into 6 different sub-sets and asks specific sets of questions that are relevant to each segment.

One example of a new product being introduced due to client feedback is the housing loan that GK is currently piloting.  Consistently customer surveys showed that 50% of clients needed loans for housing and so now GK is offering a housing loan on a limited basis.  

Can you tell us about GK complaint handling mechanism? There is a difference between the surveys that proactively reach out to clients to ask for feedback and the specific mechanisms for clients to reach out to the institution.
As mentioned before, GK has a two-prong feedback process. Client feedback is collected to gage clients’ understanding of products and procedures as well as clients’ perspectives on GK’s processes and products. This is done on a daily basis.
GK conducts customer surveys and market research as frequently as once a month.

As a part of the grievance process, the grievance team proactively collects feedback from different sets of clients on a continuous basis. The most common grievances clients report include: the disbursement process, how center meetings are conducted, and the behavior of staff.  
Can you give us some examples on how GK has used customer feedback to improve products and services?

A number of important policy and product decisions have been taken based on the results of client surveys.  Examples include:

1. Surveys repeatedly showed that half of clients demanded home loans. GK now has home loans on a pilot basis in a limited number of branches.

2. Emergency loans were capped at 2 per group.  Due to strong feedback from clients, the number was increased to 50% of the group’s size.

3. Similarly, festival loans, though not of big size, were given only at the branch. Based on the client feedback and exploration of client constraints with commuting to branches, festival loans are now disbursed in the groups.

GK has a water and sanitation product that is very innovative, can you tell us about the development of new products based on clients needs?

All GK’s products and services have emerged out of feedback and analysis of the requirements of clients.
With over a decade of experience, GK understands the clients’ requirements, which helps the clients lead a sustainable life and raise their social and economic status significantly. The water and sanitation loans introduced by GK serve as an example of this approach. 

GK is committed to better health for its clients and has introduced various health related programs. The Emergency loan offered by GK aims to support clients in meeting unexpected health related expenditures. 

Survey results showed lack of awareness about good hygiene and poor sanitation conditions.  Dearth of money to construct toilets was a significant part of the problem. More than 90% of clients were interested in toilet construction if GK were to offer credit to support that purpose.  GK also needed to offer awareness raising sessions so the clients would understand why it is important to have a toilet.
Water and sanitation improvements are different from income generating loans. Residents needed to be convinced to improve health and hygiene. For training and education, GK developed an NGO subsidiary, Navya Disha, to work with communities throughout the loan development process so they would understand:

· The technology/infrastructure, 

· What they can build with the loan amount, and

· How to procure parts, labor, and government approval as needed for the construction of the improvements. 
Home loans are being piloted based for demand assessment.

Many of the products serving emergency or risk reducing purposes (e.g. emergency loan, festival loan, education loan, health cover) were all developed after deep analysis of customer demand and clients’ utilization patterns of monies.

It is clear that Grameen Koota goes above and beyond to understand clients’ needs and design products and services that are tailored to these needs. What recommendations would you share with our participants today?
Each step in the creation of demand-driven products has to be carefully considered: 

· Alignment with mission, 

· Regulatory framework, 

· External environment, 

· Partnerships, 

· Client protection, 

· Human resources, 

· Technology requirements, and

· Product and service delivery, etc. 

More importantly, the process of getting feedback from clients has to be continuous and not a one-time activity.

Finally, MFIs need to have an open mind and be very dynamic and flexible in terms of introducing or changing products and processes as result of client feedback.

Questions from participants for Grameen Koota:

1. You are offering savings, pension, and life insurance. Are these delivered in parallel with other products? If so, are there any tools that you use to avoid client over-indebtedness?

Savings and pension are not offered with other products.  We help our clients in terms of understanding the importance of saving.  It is at the clients’ discretion whether they chose to participate in the pension/savings scheme offered by the government.  

2. What is the total number of clients you serve? 

Currently we have around 35 million clients.
[The speaker misspoke during the live interview and said million when he meant ten thousand.  The MIX reported that GK had 315,000 clients at the end of 2011.]

3. Obtaining feedback from clients on a monthly basis seems like a lot of work. Is the cost of the surveying in the price of the product? 
The price of products is based on a number of factors. The surveys are not factored into the pricing of the product. It is a lot of work yes, but it is not that expensive for us. It is important for us to obtain this feedback.  The price of our product has been the same for years.

4. On the topic of savings, can you say more about your savings products?  What does Grameen Koota do to establish a behavior of savings with the clients?
We conduct compulsory group-training sessions to our members who express interest in this product, where we explain the advantages of saving.  Our awareness-raising program also addresses this topic. 

Cara Forster then introduced the next speaker.

Commentary from Sunil Bhat of MicroSave (India)

Cara Forster mentioned that MicroSave has expertise in the realm of product development in general but also that MicroSave in India has worked on and off with Grameen Koota over the past several years on the development of some of the products and services that the previous speaker just mentioned.

Sunil Bhat started by introducing MicroSave. 

MicroSave is a microfinance consulting firm that started in Africa in 1998. In India it started in 2006. 

Our inspiration is “a world in which all people have access to high-quality, affordable, market-led financial services.” Our mission is to strengthen the capacity of financial service providers to deliver market-led financial solutions.  We work with financial service providers such as banks, microfinance institutions (like Grameen Koota), cooperatives, etc. to achieve these goals.

We have offices in Lucknow, Hyderabad, New Delhi, Nairobi, Kampala, Manila, Papua New Guinea and Jakarta. We have about 100 staff.

We have been working extensively in Asia, Africa and Latin America.
In India we have worked with +100 MFIs. 
MicroSave has over 30 toolkits that have been translated into >15 languages and used across the world.  We believe that to make any consulting experience worthwhile we work hand-in-hand with clients. Demand for products need to come from clients. 


We provide a wide range of technical assistance such as market research for MFIs to help with corporate brand and identity (strategic marketing, product marketing), product development and promotion (e.g., pilot testing and product roll-out), and product delivery and customer service (e.g., internal audit and controls, training of trainers). 

As I mentioned before, MicroSave has developed a number of toolkits. These are booklets of technical knowledge. They can be found on our website. The toolkits cover a variety of topics and are listed below.

Toolkits available:

1. Introduction to Microfinance

2. Strategic Business Planning

3. Market Research for MF

4. Costing and Pricing of Products

5. Pilot Testing - Savings

6. Pilot Testing - Loans

7. Roll - Out: Going to scale

8. Loan Portfolio Audit for MFIs

9. Quantitative Research

10. Strategic Marketing

11. Product Marketing
12. Corporate Brand and Identity Management

13. Customer Service
14. Staff Incentive Schemes

15. HR Management

16. Process Mapping

17. Institutional and Product Risk Management

18. Training of Trainers

19. Risk Management for MFIs

20. Individual Lending for Loan Officers

21. Governance for MFIs
22. Internal Audit and Controls

23. Basic Financial Accounting

24. Basic Financial Management & Ratio Analysis

25. Delinquency Management for Group-based MFIs

26. Management Information Systems for MFIs

27. Capital Structuring & Equity Valuation

28. Social Performance Management

29. MFI-Out-Of-A-Box
Toolkits under development:

30. Managing Rapid Growth in MFIs

31. Advanced Accounting

32. Advanced HR Management

Since the origins of microfinance we have seen many MFIs that have a single product with a “one size fits all” approach. However, MicroSave believes that the financial service needs of poor people are as diverse and complex as those of richer people. Grameen Koota is a very good example of an organization providing different types of products based on its clients’ needs due to its detailed segmentation of clients.  This allows them to have better client retention and satisfaction.  GK is at the forefront of product innovation. 

MicroSave has always been against the mentality of treating all clients the same and instead we encourage client segmentation. Products need to be designed based on the needs of clients. And these needs vary depending on their lifecycle needs. Client feedback and inputs play an important role for the success of a product 

MicroSave has a variety of market research tools to collect information and we use multiple tools in order to triangulate and get to the real answer.  Some of the tools we use to gather information from clients include:

· Focused group discussions

· Product attribute ranking
· Relative preference ranking

· Wealth ranking 

· Individual interviews 

As mentioned before different lifecycle times, clients have different needs. 

The market research and product development process in MicroSave is part of a cycle as well.  The process begins with:

· Outlining the concept

· Developing the qualitative research plan, 

· Conducting the market research,

· Applying the tools mentioned above, 

· Creating the concept for the product design,

· Prototype testing with a few clients and product redesign based on their feedback (this step is often repeated several times),

· Pilot testing (a very important step), and 

· Release of the product to market.

The concept of the product design is itself made up of 8 steps, what MicroSave calls the 8Ps, which include product, price, positioning, physical evidence, promotion, place, process, and people. 

We have worked with Grameen Koota since 2008. We’ve helped them in the development of the individual loan product, the financial stress analysis in the lives of client- market research, the M-banking initiative, the housing loan product, and the development of product concept for a gold-based savings product for the poor.
MicroSave has been a firm believer in the principles of client protection and responsible finance.
We have a dedicated SPM area within MicroSave. We use some of the globally accepted frameworks in our SPM assignments, such as Smart Campaign CPP framework, USSPM framework.

We have developed the ServQual tool (based on Smart Campaign’s CPP) and the USSPM MicroSave assessment tool (based on the SPTF USSPM framework).

I encourage everybody to visit our website where there is a lot of useful information that can be downloaded for free.
Cara Forster took a moment to close the call and thanked speakers.

We want to remind everybody that the SPTF website has a number of useful resources such as the Universal Standards, the Resource Library, and a recording of this session.

Thank you all for joining us. We invite you all to join us next month for the next session in the series, which will be about Section 5 of the Standards: Treat Employees Responsibly

Other questions from participants that did not get answered: 
1. Can you please discuss a little how you established the client segments, how you describe them so they are clearly unique segments?

2. How is the information from the customer feedback passed on to the Product Development Team?  I am just trying to understand the quantum of research handled on monthly basis, how is it analyzed and used?

3. You are offering wide range of loan products to your clients - any tool use to avoid client over-indebtedness? 

4. How many of these water/sanitation loans were outstanding or disbursed in 2012 and what is size of portfolio for this product?

5. A lot has been said on product diversification in microfinance and some product pilots have also been conducted. But even these are in fact mostly consumption products because the client may apply for a dairy loan for instance but uses it for purchasing something else. Because the loan sanction and approval process is unable to foolproof ensure that loan is used only for the purpose for which it is intended. How can an MFI resolve this issue?
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