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Abstract 

This paper aims at discussing how to contribute to sustainable development 
by targeting underbanked market segments: according to a common view, 
they include people who have become blacklisted by major banks, are young 
consumers, want to avoid debt collectors, are fed-up with fees, are out of a job 
or had a bad customer experience; in these cases, traditional financial services 
could—or would—be hardly accessed and informal channels tend to prevail. 
The unbanked too call for attention, as that they do not even hold a bank ac-
count and hence are excluded from formal banking opportunities, which is 
likely to pave the way to alternative, less reputable business models. Given the 
high number of potential consumers involved worldwide, furthering their fi-
nancial inclusion sounds like a must. In sight of reaching this ambitious goal, 
the starting point can be identified with an extensive analysis of the underly-
ing concepts, that are closely linked to the Sustainable Development Goals 
adopted by the United Nations in 2015; the next step revolves around the 
features of the market segments under investigation, their financial needs that 
remain unsatisfied and the strategic tools that are likely to improve the state 
of the art. The main findings lead to stress that usually listed categories to be 
better served by banks do not tell the whole story, which should act as a sti-
mulus to disseminate best practices and to suggest concrete proposals; they 
can help to meet the critical challenges of social and economic sustainability 
within the framework of the generation pact and may also allow financial in-
stitutions to expand their activity profitably. Conclusions imply that a more 
inclusive financial system would provide benefits to the underbanked (not to 
mention the unbanked), as well as to society at large, with financial compe-
tence, literacy and education set to gain momentum.  
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1. Introduction 

Millions and millions of consumers can be labelled as “underbanked”, not only 
in fragile areas but also in industrialized countries, and surveys are likely to un-
derestimate such a disappointing situation: it is due to both supply and demand 
factors resulting in a limited provision of financial services to the market seg-
ments that can be devised accordingly and that include both households and 
firms, mostly micro- and small-sized enterprises; to make things worse, a signif-
icant share of the world population is said “unbanked”, thus leading to shed light 
on people who do not even have their own bank accounts and often resort to 
expensive check-cashing services. For sure, this scenario is not consistent with 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that have been adopted by the 
United Nations (UN) in 2015 while setting the “2030 Agenda” [1] and that seek 
to complete what the Millennium Development Goals did not achieve, particu-
larly in reaching the most vulnerable. 

Challenges ahead are conditioned upon the gap to be filled in terms of finan-
cial inclusion, which does not apply to usually listed market segments only, since 
unprecedented needs emerge from evolutionary trends (such as those that refer 
to migration flows and to an aging population). Yet, the ideal link between sus-
tainability and inclusiveness has been emphasized in many international for a: 
along this pathway, a comprehensive set of policy actions was put together in the 
“Addis Ababa Action Agenda” (AAAA) that the UN also agreed upon in 2015 
and that was conceived to move from billions in financing commitments to tril-
lions, with a package of over 100 concrete measures designed to finance sustain-
able development and develop sustainable finance; the opportunity came from 
the Third International Conference on Financing for Development that ad-
dressed cross-cultural issues, such as those concerning domestic and interna-
tional finance, international cooperation and trade as an engine for develop-
ment, debt and debt sustainability. 

This paper takes inspiration from these concepts and aims at providing a 
framework for analysis that can hopefully contribute to a more inclusive finan-
cial system in a global-scale context: improving financial inclusion of the under-
banked—not to mention the unbanked—is a must, not just an option, if sus-
tainable development is to be pursuit, to the benefit not only of those who need 
to be better served by banks and other financial institutions but also of society at 
large. Conclusions encompass best practices that can be replicated and factual 
proposals that are likely to prove successful. 

2. The State of the Art 

2.1. Relevant Goals in the “2030 Agenda” 

A quick look at the “2030 Agenda” is enough to grasp statements of special in-
terest in sight of furthering financial inclusion. It is not a case that the 17 SDGs 
deal with economic growth, sustainable communities, reduced inequalities, in-
dustry, innovation and infrastructure, as well as multi-stakeholder partnerships 
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aimed at mobilizing and sharing knowledge, expertise, technology and financial 
resources; all of these goals have been associated with specific targets to be 
achieved in the 15 years covered by this document and are supported by a set of 
actions that can be taken in everyday life as a contribution to a better world. 

Details should not be minimized. Goal 8 involving economic growth spells out 
that it must be inclusive and sustainable, just like industrialization (Goal 9), ci-
ties and communities (Goal 11); financial inclusion is evoked whereby policies to 
be adopted are listed, based on the commitment to improvements towards this 
end, and—to better define it—the description of Goal 1 (“end poverty in all its 
forms everywhere”) is set to ensure equal access for everybody, “in particular the 
poor and the vulnerable”, to “appropriate financial services, including micro-
finance”.  

For the SDGs to be fulfilled, everybody should get involved and financial in-
stitutions make no exception. Not to leave anything unattended, the agenda un-
der investigation has acknowledged the need to upgrade the legislation applica-
ble to them, as well as to better regulate financial markets: for instance, the mo-
bilization of financial assistance could reportedly allow “to strengthen develop-
ing countries’ scientific, technological and innovative capacities to move towards 
more sustainable patterns of consumption and production”; furthermore, it has 
been made clear the commitment to “strengthen the capacity of domestic finan-
cial institutions to encourage and expand access to banking, insurance and fi-
nancial services for all” (Goal 8 again). 

2.2. Insights into “Europe 2020” 

Even before the adoption of these goals, the terms “sustainable” and “inclusive” 
had been jointly highlighted by forging “Europe 2020”, the strategic agenda that 
was launched by the European Commission (EC) in 2010 [2]. In this case, three 
mutually reinforcing priorities had been identified, that call for smart, sustaina-
ble and inclusive growth; they had been selected to help Europe come out 
stronger from the financial crisis that started in 2007 in the United States and 
rapidly spread elsewhere. 

By “sustainable growth” it is meant the promotion of “a more resource effi-
cient, greener and more competitive economy”; “inclusive growth” fosters “a 
high-employment economy delivering economic, social and territorial cohe-
sion”. To complete the picture, “smart growth” is centered upon “developing an 
economy based on knowledge and innovation”. 

The economic perspective should not overshadow the financial one. Actually, 
this agenda recognizes that “the availability of easy credit, short-termism and 
excessive risk-taking in financial markets around the world fueled speculative 
behavior, giving rise to bubble-driven growth and important unbalances” during 
the global financial crisis that has not exhausted its negative repercussions yet; 
therefore, “Europe is engaged in finding global solutions to bring about an effi-
cient and sustainable financial system”. 
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2.3. Pursuing Sustainable Finance 

The key role that financial institutions keep playing to support the real sphere of 
the economy sounds like an incentive to pay no less attention to the concepts of 
“sustainable” and “inclusive finance”. Not surprisingly, sustainable finance is 
looked at by stressing the imperative of improving its “contribution to sustaina-
ble and inclusive growth, in particular funding society’s long-term needs for in-
novation and infrastructure” [3]; in a few words, the concept of “sustainable 
finance” is defined in terms of “the provision of finance to investments taking 
into account environmental, social and governance considerations” [4]. 

Environmental considerations have to do with the strong green finance com-
ponent that can foster a sustainable growth path, as implied by the move to 
re-orient investments towards more sustainable businesses; governance consid-
erations draw upon an increasing awareness of the risks that may affect the sus-
tainability of the financial system and are closely tied to the need for mitigation 
strategies through appropriate governance. Environmental challenges and sus-
tainability risks have prompted the EC to establish the High-Level Expert Group 
on Sustainable Finance on December 22, 2016 in order to rely on specialized ad-
vice and recommendations on developing a comprehensive strategy on sustaina-
ble finance in the European Union (EU). 

As far as social considerations, once again useful insights are provided by the 
global development community. In spite of the controversial issues that the fi-
nancial arena has been pervaded by in the last decade, it must be stressed that 
finance still performs essential functions, encompassing risk management and 
inter-temporal consumption smoothing; these activities allow households and 
enterprises to reap benefits that range from managing day-to-day resources to 
taking advantage of investment opportunities, to mention the most relevant 
needs satisfied by banks and other financial institutions. 

2.4. Towards a More Inclusive Financial System 

The conceptual thoughts that have been outlined so far lead to focus on financial 
inclusion: it “means that individuals and enterprises can access and use a range 
of appropriate and responsibly provided financial services offered in a 
well-regulated environment”, according to the UN Capital Development Fund 
(UNCDF) [5]; a closely linked viewpoint emphasizes financial resilience as the 
declared, feasible capacity to survive financial shocks and to obtain money for 
unexpected expenses. To sum up, “inclusive finance strives to enhance access to 
financial services for both individuals and micro-, small and medium-sized en-
terprises” [6], as a way to reduce poverty, tackle inequality and foster growth. 

Actually, there is remarkable empirical evidence that suggests a clear rela-
tionship between improved access to finance and reduced income inequality and 
poverty; as such, a more inclusive financial system can be said not only 
pro-growth but also pro-poor, which requests to devote compounded energies to 
developing countries. There, more than anywhere else, access to financial ser-
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vices is crucial to strengthen the financial sector, as well as to improve the 
process of domestic resource mobilization, and higher levels of financial inclu-
sion can spur social and economic development. 

For the best results to be scored, despite some criticism [7], an increasingly 
shared view aims at promoting a more inclusive financial system worldwide by 
intensifying outreach to marginalized groups, including the poorer strata of the 
population (especially women), as well as by providing tailored financial services 
to enterprises at the bottom of the economic pyramid. To this end, the set of 
strategic tools to be used includes the extension of savings, credit, insurance and 
payment services, particularly when the amount involved is relatively small; as 
far as the supply of these services, it comes natural to think about microfinance 
institutions, though their standard operating model has not met most optimistic 
expectations [8], but traditional financial intermediaries can be expected to fur-
ther participate in the joint efforts that are needed. 

2.5. Banks and the Creation of Shared Value 

Within the financial industry, banks are well positioned to make a significant 
contribution by stimulating more sustainable approaches to business and—in 
general terms—by promoting the creation of shared value. Undeniably, 
non-banks competitors have increasingly challenged the banking system that by 
the way remains essential to foster growth in every economic sector, to finance 
housing and education and to enable the development of tomorrow’s clean 
energy infrastructure, to account for just a few key functions; nonetheless, 
shared value opportunities should be pursued more aggressively. 

The pivotal role that banks continue to play should allow and persuade them 
to actively promote the advancement of economic and social conditions in the 
area in which they are located—and ultimately in our global village as a 
whole—while developing policies and operating practices that enhance their com-
petitiveness: although some authors contest the value of creating shared value [9], 
it could be hardly rejected that banking for maximizing returns to stockholders 
and furthering customer prosperity should be properly integrated with funding the 
growth of regional economies and financing solutions to global problems. 

If some positive effects are to be attributed to the recent financial crisis, a 
strong stimulus to banking on shared value is one of them, possibly the most re-
levant. As a consequence, it is no longer time to deliver benefits that only a small 
elite group is likely to take advantage from and the banking industry should 
more explicitly recognize the immense potential of generating business by 
creating societal value in several ways; they can be summarized in terms of “re-
conceiving products and markets”, “redefining productivity in the value chain” 
and “building supportive industry clusters at the company’s locations” [10]. 

3. From Theory to Practice 

3.1. Targeting the Unbanked and Underbanked 

Despite being shared value widely considered a strategic imperative for banks, 
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leveraging its full power still requires a significant shift from the way in which 
the majority of these institutions is currently run. If it is true—as it is—that they 
are supposed to get closer to society, the priority list should encompass unprec-
edented efforts to better satisfy the needs of a remarkable share of the popula-
tion: according to reliable estimates [11], two billions adults—more than half of 
those who work in the world—are unbanked, which means that they do not even 
hold a bank account and use alternative financial services, if and where available; 
these features are most acute among low-income people in emerging and devel-
oping economies, though surveys by the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 
show that the United States too suffers from disappointing findings as far as the 
recourse to banking services by households, especially those with volatile in-
come. 

Serious worries also stem from the market segments that fall within the defi-
nition of underbanked consumers: according to a recurrent view, they include 
people who have become blacklisted by major banks, are young consumers, want 
to avoid debt collectors, are fed-up with fees, are out of a job or had a bad cus-
tomer experience (such as those who had to cope with a banking crisis); these 
people avail themselves of banks only on a very limited basis and tend to rely on 
cash rather than resorting to checks, credit cards and other products that are 
usually made available through the banking system. Quite common cases involve 
poor adults who do not trust banks or cannot afford the costs associated with 
checking accounts, though the use of cashiers’ checks to pay bills could hardly 
end up with proving an efficient behavior. 

What fuels feelings of optimism is the growing concern among banks on how 
to customize their services for underbanked and unbanked households and 
businesses (especially micro- and small-sized enterprises) in an attempt at 
maximizing the share of the fully banked. Targeting underserved bank custom-
ers sounds like a glocal co-opetitive challenge that—as such—implies a combi-
nation of local and global dimensions, as well as of competitive and cooperative 
issues, and that can benefit from a three-pillared approach: the first pillar is built 
upon consumer protection regulation and supervision by financial authorities, 
particularly on transparency and other aspects of market conduct; the second 
pillar has to do with strategic measures taken either individually or collectively 
and shaped by principles, standards, codes of conduct and guidelines, whereas 
the last pillar is centered upon enhanced financial capability of consumers, so as 
to make sound financial decisions and protect themselves from harm. 

3.2. Evidence from the Banking Industry 

It is therefore appreciable that more and more initiatives focused on the finan-
cial footprint of several SDGs have been developed at both national and interna-
tional level: success stories include the “Financial Education in Schools” pro-
gram that is run by Italy’s Central Bank in line with international best practices 
[12]; in addition, it has released a series of videos—entitled “Economy and 
finance—it’s never too late”—to foster financial education among adults by cov-
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ering a wide variety of topics, such as investment risk and yield, wealth and in-
debtedness, insurance companies and pension funds [13]. Institutional initia-
tives towards similar targets have been launched in many other countries, as 
shown by the activities performed by the Financial Literacy and Education 
Commission, established in the United States under the Fair and Accurate Cre-
dit Transactions Act of 2003, and by the National Centre for Financial Education 
that has been set up in India to implement the country’s National Strategy for 
Financial Education. 

Meanwhile, a growing number of banks have started to leverage their biggest 
asset—their core business—to address some of the world’s toughest challenges 
and are realigning their activities to deliver shared value. Efforts to capitalize on 
new opportunities encompass those that pertain to the “EduCare Project” within 
the framework of sustainable development strategies of the BNP Paribas Group 
in Italy: the aim is to contribute to inclusive and quality education, as well as to 
promote lifelong learning, as implied by UN Goal 4; this initiative has been de-
veloped by investing in BNL’s free training courses in financial education that 
are offered to encourage greater awareness of the various personal choices [14]. 

It is also worth mentioning the project denominated “Banking the Unbanked” 
that has been undertaken by Bank of Alexandria SAE—shortly Alex Bank, the 
Egyptian subsidiary of Intesa Sanpaolo Group—and that allows for three inte-
grated lines of intervention aimed at customers who would have no access to 
traditional banking, in order to improve their living and working conditions: 
micro-deposits, that include new products at attractive rates, to encourage the 
culture of saving, and a dedicated debit card; expansion of micro business with a 
network of local supporting specialists; the creation of a mobile wallet platform 
for simple and safe banking transactions [15]. Furthermore, this Group has tak-
en part in the “Loan for Hope” initiative that was launched in 2010 by the Italian 
Episcopal Conference in cooperation with the Italian Banking Association and 
that was renewed in 2015, in order to support households in temporary difficul-
ties with “social microfinance”, while “business microfinance” is dedicated to 
start-up businesses, young entrepreneurs and in more general terms to small- 
and micro-sized enterprises [16]. 

3.3. Developments under Way 

Attempts at aligning customer prosperity and bank success with local and global 
growth raise issues that lead to emphasize the distinction between financial 
products and financial intermediaries, based on the provocative statement that 
“banking is necessary, banks are not”, as cited in [17]. In spite of this questiona-
ble viewpoint, that anyway is all but universally endorsed, a more intensive co-
operation should be promoted among banks, as well as between them and the 
private sector, in sight of achieving the 17 SDGs and especially fighting financial 
exclusion; to make a long story short, commercial banks should get more and 
more involved in this evolutionary scenario though other institutions in the 
banking industry would have no excuses to stay behind the scene. 
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For instance, national and multilateral development banks can be considered 
instrumental in creating robust credit markets in emerging economies and thus 
promoting sustainable development: new products could be supplied by these 
banks for them to take on risks that the private sector is reluctant to bear; it can 
also be supported to become more comfortable when entering into a pub-
lic-private partnership, provided that the institutions under scrutiny are close to 
decision-makers and have a deep understanding of the local political landscape. 
Not surprisingly, the significant potential of multilateral development banks was 
recognized upon forging the AAAA and talks have been under way for years to 
rethink the role of national development banks. 

Forward steps need to be favored by specific legislation too. A case in point 
has to do with the 1996 Debt Collection Improvement Act, that was enacted into 
a US federal law on April 26, 1996 (Public Law 104 - 134) and that paved the way 
to turning to prepaid cards to disburse payments to individuals: the benefits to 
the recipients without a bank account need no comments; conversely, the Trea-
sury Department has been able to save on each payment made electronically ra-
ther than by check and ultimately has taken advantage of the migration to 
all-electronic disbursement of federal benefits. 

3.4. Redefining the Target Market 

In an attempt at banking underserved market segments, it sounds appropriate to 
go beyond traditional keys of classification, as emerging trends suggest. Here it 
suffices to recommend a closer look at the implications of migratory flows and 
of an aging population, so as to highlight the financial needs of consumers who 
have been overlooked for a long time: on one hand, there are undisputable rea-
sons to account for those who miss relevant documents, do not have a credit 
history or even lack a permanent address, not only in rural but also in urban 
communities, but need to be banked, for instance through remittances; recurrent 
cases surface among recent immigrants and refugees, who have low income (or 
no money at all) and consequently could not put together the minimum balance 
to be allowed to open checking and savings accounts. 

On the other hand, people in the later stage of their life cycle may not be able 
to benefit from safe and cost-effective access to financial services that can ensure 
quality of life and aging with dignity: it is not only a matter of targeting the older 
who live at or below the poverty level and who are unlikely to use traditional fi-
nancial services, such as checking, savings, money market or retirement ac-
counts; apart from issues concerning economically vulnerable older people, in-
novative strategies and products should be developed to better meet the financial 
needs of affluent senior citizens, as shown by the growing interest in reverse 
mortgages as a lifetime income planning tool. To stress this point, increasing 
access to—and participation in—appropriate, responsible and asset-building fi-
nancial services for the growing market that consists of older people should cov-
er their peak retirement savings years, when being unbanked or underbanked 
can often mean the difference between poverty and a secure future [18]. 
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To draw a more comprehensive picture, special thoughts should be dedicated 
to differently-abled people (such as wheelchair-bound and visually-impaired 
persons) who need customized barrier-free access to banks and their products: 
everybody would be ready to express thoughts against discrimination, both le-
gally and morally, but it still abounds. As such, it sounds consoling that Italy’s 
Museum of Saving launched in July 2018 a competition of ideas—in cooperation 
with Intesa Sanpaolo Innovation Center and Fondazione La Stampa Specchiodei 
Tempi—to promote the development of solutions aimed at fostering economic 
autonomy of people with cognitive disabilities aged between 6 and 99, thus im-
proving financial inclusion of these consumers by addressing their specific 
needs, with the utmost attention to accessibility, language and communication 
modes (e.g. using app, podcasts, games and interactive handbooks) [19]. 

3.5. Focus on the Marketing Mix 

Besides redefining the target market, there would be no choice but to dynami-
cally reconsider the marketing mix in order to better shape its basic elements 
that have been historically identified with product, price, promotion and place. 
Needless to say, the process of financial innovation has provided fruitful support 
up to now and is set to stimulate further progress within the banking industry 
and the financial system as a whole: as far as the unbanked and underbanked, 
their access to finance has been greatly expanded as a result of incremental ad-
vances in technology; improvements in this field are usually highlighted with 
regard to the decreasing costs associated with supplying the financial services 
traditionally offered by banks and hence to the reduced prices that can be 
charged to their customers. 

At the same time, desirable effects have been—and can still be—generated on 
how to make consumers (in the first place, the underserved) aware of products 
that can satisfy their financial needs as a part of the promotional activities car-
ried out by banks, with old ways (such as billboards, word-of-mouth and print 
ads) being challenged by the internet’s myriad innovative methods; positive 
changes have also been brought about in the distribution channels, with 
end-users getting more and more familiar with online banking. To the under-
banked and unbanked, financial technology (known as fintech) can act as a cat-
alyst for financial inclusion, as shown by lessons learned in rural areas [20], as 
well as by the results that have been attained while coping with immigrants and 
refugees [21]. 

Furthermore, basic bank accounts have been made available in several coun-
tries to people who are not eligible for standard current accounts or cannot use 
their existing accounts due to financial difficulties, as a way to tap the unbanked: 
supporting arguments include the need to allow underserved market segments 
to get access to payment services—and eventually loans—through the banking 
system; it must also be stressed that these people may save in informal 
ways—such as keeping cash at home and buying illiquid assets, which may be 
costly, risky, or inconvenient—instead of using banks [22]. Beneficiaries of these 
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accounts do not necessarily belong to poorer market segments, as implied by It-
aly’s recent legislation (Decree 70 of May 13, 2018 by the Ministry of Economy 
and Finance) that was introduced to define applicable costs and standard fea-
tures.  

4. Conclusions 

To conclude, the SDGs make up a pretty big to-do list that can be expected to 
drive real transformation in reducing poverty and inequality, thus contributing 
to put the global economy on track for long-term sustainability. To this end, the 
post-2015 development agenda should continue to be based on the pursuit of 
concrete priorities, such as those that can pass the test of being specific, measur-
able, achievable, relevant and time-bound; inclusive finance stands as a key in-
gredient to favor a transformative impact that promises to prove rewarding not 
only to industrialized countries but also to the developing ones. 

As far as how to fight financial exclusion, research and education need to be 
properly combined with practice in order to create a unified foundation for sus-
tainable development: research can be used to inform everyday decisions, public 
policies and analytical approaches; education stands as a key ingredient in fulfil-
ling the generation pact, which implies the commitment to leave an equally sus-
tainable world—and an even better one—to future generations. Focusing on the 
financial industry, there is also wide room for directing educational efforts to 
immigrants, physically challenged people and senior citizens, possibly within the 
framework of lifelong learning opportunities that may be taken by making re-
course to dedicated teaching labs. 

While informal and semi-formal channels continue to satisfy financial needs 
to a considerable extent, especially in fragile and rural areas, banks are called to 
play once again a pivotal role in an attempt at reducing financial exclusion: de-
spite some criticism, supporting arguments stem from a paradigm shift that has 
been gaining momentum in the last few years and that fosters banking on shared 
value. Given the enormous potential of creating social value through retail, 
commercial and investment banking, these intermediaries can be expected to 
further contribute to sustainable development by meeting today’s challenges, 
that include better serving the underbanked and targeting unbanked consumers, 
to the benefit not only of the market segments at issue but to society in a glob-
al-scale context. 
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