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FSD CoP Chair Welcomes the New Year with the 
Second Issue of the Financial Inclusion Newsletter

As we welcome the New Year, I would 
like to offer my warmest greetings and 
well wishes to all the contributors and 
readers of the Financial Inclusion 
Newsletter: Financial Services for the 
Poor.

We have ended 2013 with the 
release of the first issue of this 
newsletter, which serves as an avenue 
for experts to share their views and 
experiences in the financial inclusion 
sector.

This year, ADB’s Financial Sector 
Development Community of Practice 
(FSD CoP) would like to start the year 
with the second issue of this 
publication with “Financial Literacy 
and Consumer Protection” as a main 
theme.

Financial literacy and consumer 
protection are both vital in achieving a 
sustainable and inclusive financial 

sector. Due to continuous 
technological innovations and 
commercialization in the sector, more 
attention must be given in educating 
and protecting the welfare of the 
clients.

In this issue, readers will learn 
aboutthe building blocks of financial 
literacy from Stephen P. Groff, ADB’s 
Vice-President (Operations 2) and the 
current scenario of financial consumer 
protection in Southeast Asia from one 
of ADB’s financial sector specialists, 
Kelly Hattel.

To ensure the continued success of 
this newsletter, I would like to encourage 
ADB financial inclusion experts, 
external sources and readers to actively 
cooperate by sending in your ideas and 
inputs to the newsletter’s editorial 
team.

Thank you and Happy New Year.

Noritaka Akamatsu

Chair, FSD CoP
Asian Development Bank

FSD CoP Chair, Noritaka Akamatsu

ADB Vice President, Stephen P. Groff



Financial Inclusion Newsletter 2

Building Blocks,
from page 1

Building Blocks/p3

Distinguished guests, ladies, and 
gentlemen: I am honored to be here 
today to keynote this important 
conference on financial literacy across 
ASEAN. I would like to thank this year’s 
ASEAN Chair Brunei Darussalam for 
the usual fine arrangements for this 
opening session. President Nakao was 
looking forward to addressing you 
today, but as we are right between the 
G20 Summit and APEC Finance 
Ministers meetings, his schedule has 
been extremely tight. I hope I can be an 
adequate substitute.

Financial literacy means different 
things to different people. The 2008/09 
global financial crisis underscored just 
how important financial literacy is to 
financial stability. For example, if people 
in advanced economies knew how to 
make informed financial decisions and 
understood the risk-return of subprime 
mortgages—and the complex 
instruments used to trade these 
assets—the “Great Recession” might 
not have been so “great.” This financial 
illiteracy—the drive for higher returns 
and lack of consumer protection for 
those who suffered—brought a heavy 
price to the entire global economy.

So much more so for developing 
economies that were vulnerable to 
contagion. In the drive to build greater 
financial inclusion, their understanding 
of financial literacy is decidedly 
different. ASEAN itself has extremely 
diverse levels of financial development. 
From a global financial center to 
bastions of expanding Islamic finance—
to countries only beginning to establish 
basic financial institutions—ASEAN 
spans the gamut of financial 
development. Financial literacy is a 
prerequisite for maximizing welfare, 
both individually and for society 
generally. That is why this conference is 
so important—particularly as the clock 
ticks down to the 2015 milestone of 
launching an ASEAN Economic 
Community. Realizing a truly “Our 

People, Our Future Together” ASEAN 
depends on it.

I would like to address three issues 
this morning: first, the elements of 
financial literacy from a development 
standpoint; second, the importance of 
building financial literacy strategies 
using what ADB President Nakao refers 
to as the “three I’s”—innovation, 
inclusion, and integration; and finally, 
how we at ADB contribute to this 
process.

The role of financial literacy

In the developing world, the correlation 
between income and access to financial 
services remains very strong. But it is 
also a “chicken and egg” question. Does 
higher income bring better access? Or 
does increased access lead to higher 
incomes? The jury is out and more 
research is needed. But my instinct tells 
me it is both. And it tells me that 
intervening on the side of greater access 
will help provide impetus for job 
creation and more income opportunities.

But, importantly, we have found that 
greater access alone can easily lead to a 
personal financial crisis if people do not 
clearly understand how the system 
works—and what new products really 
offer. Everyone given the opportunity to 
avail of these services needs to be 
financially literate. And this is true 
whether one is poor, lower or middle-
income, or high net worth individuals.

For the poor, the vulnerability is 
particularly acute. Cash management at 
the best of times is difficult. Even 
without access to the system, financial 
literacy encompasses knowing how to 
manage income volatility and facing 
unexpected emergencies without falling 
into a debt trap—often from 
unscrupulous usury informal finance. 
Carefully explaining the benefits of 
joining the formal financial system is a 
critical—if difficult—first step.

As one rises the income ladder, 
literacy means understanding 

increasingly complex financial products, 
what they can offer, and the potential 
risks and pitfalls. It affects individuals 
and households. But it also has an 
impact on overall financial and 
economic stability. At all levels, 
understanding even rudimentary 
finance is essential for daily life. 
Unfortunately, most do not.

Technological advances have led to 
greater efficiency and made products 
more user-friendly. Use of mobile 
phones and ATM systems for receiving 
income and paying bills is making rural 
areas far less remote. Cash transfer 
systems increasingly employ them. 
Computer and internet banking are 
becoming ever more common. On the 
downside—so are threats from 
unscrupulous agents. Information 
asymmetries and irrational emotions 
lead to bad financial decisions. That is 
why it is so crucial people know what 
new gadgets can and cannot do. It is 
why awareness of phishing or other 
scams is important. And critically, it is 
why regulators must ensure financial 
education accompanies financial access 
and inclusion.

Financially literate consumers can 
assess risks and make informed 
decisions about the suitability of 
financial products to their specific 
situation. Thus, information disclosure 
must go hand-in-hand with boosting 
financial literacy to ensure a level 
playing field.

As governments face debt and cost 
limitations, individual responsibility for 
financial planning takes on greater 
importance. And it is happening 
precisely when individuals are seeking 
better job security—in an environment 
where financial institutions are wary of 
providing excessive credit. Unexpected 
shocks can be devastating. And this is 
where, for example, microinsurance 
holds so much potential. Financial 
literacy programs must incorporate 
better risk management of credit, 
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savings, and insurance. They need to 
balance basic math—like calculating 
interest and real returns, for example—
with basic financial concepts and how 
financial entities like pensions, mutual 
funds, and insurance works. Most 
importantly, financial literacy programs 
need to ensure participants know how 
to find out more when they need to.

Financial education must start early 
and continue through adulthood. As 
several recent ADB conferences 
stressed, greater financial access 
combined with financial education 
creates financially responsible citizens. 
This mix of financial access and financial 
education provides a foundation for 
appropriate market conduct and 
prudential regulation. A standardized 
financial education curriculum could be 
developed in line with the interests and 
needs of children, teenagers, and young 
adults. But teachers need to be 
financially literate first. Improving 
individuals’ financial behavior has 
become a long-term policy priority in 
many countries. And it has notably led 
to the development of a wide range of 
financial education initiatives by 
governments, regulators and various 
other private and civil stakeholders, 
often combined with financial consumer 
protection measures.

As with most development 
initiatives, establishing effective 
national strategies appear to work best. 
But there is a certain amount of harmony 
required. There are, for example, the 
challenges of ensuring long-term 
commitments from all, the need for 
cooperation in working out competing 
interests and mandates, allocating 
sufficient financial and in-kind 
resources, among others.

That is why financial literacy and 
financial inclusion have become such 
prominent global issues. Following the 
global financial crisis, inclusion moved 
quickly onto the G20 agenda. The 

September 2009 Leaders’ Summit in 
Pittsburgh pledged—and I quote—“to 
support the safe and sound spread of 
new modes of financial service delivery 
capable of reaching the poor.” It also 
called on financial standard setters to 
“promote successful regulatory and 
policy approaches and elaborate 
standards on financial access.” This was 
designed to make international financial 
standards relevant to emerging markets, 
particularly in building the regulatory 
environment for products such as 
microinsurance, and to involve the 
private sector in the process.

By the 2010 Summit in Seoul, the 
G20 had developed a “Financial 
Inclusion Action Plan” and committed 
to launch the Global Partnership for 
Financial Inclusion, or GPFI. At the June 
2012 G20 Summit in Los Cabos, Leaders 
endorsed a set of “High Level Principles 
on National Strategies for Financial 
Education”—produced by the OECD/
International Network on Financial 
Education. And in March this year, the 
new GPFI Sub-group on Financial 
Literacy and Financial Consumer 
Protection was created.

This has provided global momentum. 
And it brings the challenge directly to 
ASEAN’s doorstep. Although ASEAN 
governments have progressively 
promoted financial literacy, many 
challenges remain. These include (i) 
large rural or remote areas with difficult 
physical access; (ii) the need for better 
supervisory capacity among financial 
regulators; (iii) legal frameworks for 
financial consumer protection and 
financial literacy; and (iv) addressing 
the pervasive “informal” markets that 
handle lending, insurance, and 
remittances for those unable to tap into 
the formal system.

So I believe the trend is set. As the 
arteries of finance spread, we will see 
more mobile and branchless banking; 
electronic retail payment systems; 
streamlined remittance structures; 
deeper financial infrastructure in 
creating financial identities, data flows, 

and building legal frameworks for 
secured lending.

However, for these to work in 
expanding access and promoting job 
creation, financial literacy and consumer 
protection are fundamental 
prerequisites. Together they must be 
able to instill trust in financial products 
and the financial institutions that offer 
them. Trust is the foundation underlying 
financial products and services. They 
cannot work otherwise. So how can we 
ensure this will happen?

The three “I’s”—Innovation, Inclusion, 
and Integration

During his brief tenure thus far at ADB, 
President Nakao has been promoting 
what he calls the three I’s—Innovation, 
Inclusion, and Integration—as ways of 
moving the development agenda 
forward. This is central for financial 
literacy as well. At a June 2013 ADB 
Institute conference on financial 
inclusion—held on Batam Island—
speakers stressed that it stems from 
innovations and new technologies that 
significantly reduce costs and increase 
efficiency in offering financial services 
to the poor, the traditionally unbanked, 
and to micro-, small, and medium-sized 
businesses. For small and medium-sized 
enterprises—which are truly the future 
backbone for ASEAN development and 
growth (and rebalancing toward 
domestic demand)—financial literacy 
can activate financial opportunities for 
investment. The development of mobile 
and branchless banking, improvements 
in credit information systems, risk 
analytics, and electronic data security 
have allowed these groups greater 
access to finance. Much of its success, 
however, pivots on the quest for 
financial literacy.

Innovation is in Asia’s blood—even 
paper money was invented in Asia. 
Innovation is at the forefront of the 
drive toward financial literacy. Services 
must be offered outside traditional 
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channels to reach a wider customer 
base. And, in many cases, it is non-bank 
innovation that has led the way in 
bringing the message across to 
traditional financial vendors. Over the 
past decade, from internet commerce 
to remittance transfers, financial 
institutions have played catch-up in 
accommodating ways of servicing the 
unbanked. Policy makers face the 
challenge of how to regulate and guide 
this evolution. As we know, those who 
want to subvert the system through 
greed are usually first-line innovators. 
So regulators must be savvy enough to 
stay one step ahead.

Let me just give you the example of 
two mobile phone financial services 
introduced in the Philippines—the 
bank-based so-called Smart Money, and 
the non-bank based G-Cash system. 
The two services received initial 
authorization to launch from the Central 
Bank even though there was little 
regulation in place. Instead, the Bangko 
Sentral chose to allow a carefully 
controlled pilot phase to test different 
business models, and used the results to 
innovate relevant and effective e-money 
regulations. These now address the risks 
arising from new mobile channels and 
allow a variety of models to flourish, 
while maintaining the safety and 
soundness of the system. It has not been 
all smooth sailing. But the Central Bank 
maintains an open dialogue with industry 
and civil society to foster an environment 
conducive to innovation.

Part of that is creating the right risk 
protection instruments for those new to 
financial access. Unaffordable and 
inadequate insurance products, 
informal insurance schemes, and low 
appreciation of microinsurance are 
some of those hurdles ASEAN countries 
face. The Philippine Government, 
together with the ADB-administered 
Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction and 
German International Cooperation, for 
example, are working to enhance 

financial literacy on microinsurance, 
especially for the poor.

Inclusion has grown to become the 
development sound bite of this era. Its 
formal definition is having “universal 
access, at reasonable cost, to a wide 
range of financial services, provided by 
a diversity of sound and sustainable 
institutions.” The nine G20 Principles 
for Innovative Financial Inclusion 
together form a set of conditions 
conducive to drawing in those currently 
isolated from financial systems, while 
safeguarding financial stability and 
protecting consumers.

Estimates vary by country, but it 
appears some 70%–80% of adults in the 
region remain outside the formal 
financial system. Encouraging banks to 
service rural and far-flung regions, 
continuing efforts to promote and 
expand microfinance, building outreach 
programs, working through local 
governments and community 
organizations are all ways to 
communicate the value-added of 
financial inclusion. And with available 
technology, it can be demonstrated on 
the spot.

But it must be promoted along with 
an equitable and transparent consumer 
protection infrastructure—a vital part 
of any broad financial inclusion 
framework. For governments, this 
means that promoting financial literacy 
is an integral part of inclusion. Best 
practice indicates that effective 
initiatives focus on providing practical, 
easy-to-understand and impartial 
advice so that consumers can make 
informed choices.

From the regulatory side, 
“proportionate regulation” is becoming 
popular—whereby market development 
is encouraged by tailoring the regulatory 
burden to the risk characteristics of 
business, and creates incentives for 
future financial inclusion.

Let me give you some examples from our 
own portfolio. In Thailand and Viet Nam, we 

are helping finance the development of a 
strategic framework for financial 
inclusion through an enabling regulatory 
framework. In Thailand, current 
technical assistance aims to research 
current financial literacy among low-
income populations, develop financial 
literacy standards, and provide 
recommendations for closing the gaps, 
particularly for women. In the 
Philippines, we are also providing 
technical assistance for enhancing 
access of the poor to microfinance in 
frontier areas.

On Integration, cooperation 
continues through many global and 
regional forums, starting as I mentioned 
earlier, with the G20’s response to the 
global financial crisis. For example, the 
Alliance for Financial Inclusion, or AFI, 
is a global network of financial 
policymakers from more than 80 
developing and emerging countries 
working together to increase access to 
appropriate financial services for the 
poor. The Consultative Group to Assist 
the Poor is a consortium of 33 donors 
with the common goal of advancing 
access to financial services for the poor. 
And financial inclusion is on the APEC 
agenda later this month in Bali.

ASEAN has also taken a lead 
through its series of workshops and 
conferences. The First ASEAN 
Conference on Financial Inclusion was 
held in May 2012, one of the first 
activities under the ASEAN Framework 
on Equitable Economic Development, 
or AFEED. These initiatives will help 
build best practices on policy and 
regulatory measures to enhance 
institutional capacity—public and 
private—covering banking, securities, 
insurance and pension systems, for 
example.

I would be remiss if I did not mention 
one increasingly important, if 
contentious, issue ASEAN must 
confront. And that is the migrant, 
worker, and remittance structures 
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Why does consumer protection matter?

What happens in the absence of 
adequate consumer protection 
measures? 

There has been much talk about the 
recent crisis experienced in 
unfortunately numerous microfinance 
sectors around the world – Nicaragua, 
Morocco, Bosnia and India, where it 
happened, not once, but twice. 

The most recent crisis in Andhra 
Pradesh was precipitated by a rapid 
expansion of credit in already saturated 

Consumer Protection: What We Know and How We are Responding
Kelly Hattel, Financial Sector Specialist (Rural and Microfinance)
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One of the 14 focus group discussions in the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic Consumer Protection/p6

within ASEAN itself. And it must deal 
with unskilled workers as well. Both 
remittances and savings of migrant 
workers represent a huge untapped 
market. And because they have been 
politically shy in confronting the issue, 
much of it still occurs under the radar, 
so to speak. Regulators should promote 
the shift from cash-to-cash to account-
to-account transfers. Financial 
education must accompany regulation 
at both ends to increase awareness and 
strengthen financial literacy. It could 
also create a cooperative framework for 
addressing the more difficult unskilled 
labor issue post-2015.

ADB support

ADB has extensive experience in 
financial inclusion in Asia, including 
capacity building and consumer 
protection. We have been very active in 
financial inclusion, which includes 
microfinance and SME finance and 
leasing. We have approved 121 projects 
amounting to $2.59 billion for 
microfinance and 92 projects worth $1.5 
billion for SME finance and leasing, 
which includes public sector loans, 

technical assistance, grants, and 
nonsovereign operations.

ADB’s past operations on financial 
inclusion produced many project 
documents, consultants’ reports, and 
performance reviews from which 
experience and lessons can be collated. 
And we are in the process of doing so. 
Aside from the five ASEAN countries 
where we have worked on financial 
inclusion—Cambodia, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Viet Nam—
we have projects in Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Papua New Guinea and 
Fiji, just give you an idea of the breadth 
of our work.

As innovation allows for more 
inclusion and better integration, clearly 
our experience in acknowledging 
financial literacy as a fundamental 
prerequisite for successful microfinance 
or microinsurance projects means our 
own approach is constantly evolving. 
There is a great opportunity to apply 
what we have learned.

In sum, ADB is committed to deliver 
comprehensive support through 
financial inclusion, literacy, and 
education. Consumer protection is 
essential if we are to build trust in the 

systems we help build. And that is why 
financial literacy is so important.

Conclusion

To conclude, financial literacy and 
financial inclusion comes in stages, 
starting with initial contact, the 
introduction of mobile transfer and 
payment schemes, then savings and 
borrowing, followed by more complex 
aspects such as investing or insurance. 
The region’s poor need more than loans—
there needs to be the financial literacy for 
people to choose wisely. As I say, it 
revolves around trust—whether in the 
regulatory structure or the system itself.

Innovation, inclusion, and integration 
flow through ASEAN’s arteries. All three 
“I’s” are central to building financial 
literacy across the region, particularly for 
those still relying on informal finance.

I wish you success during your 
deliberations over the next 2 days. And I 
assure you that ADB stands ready to 
support the innovation, inclusion and 
integration that will allow financial 
literacy to help bring prosperity to all 
ASEAN citizens.

Thank you.

markets, priority sector lending quotas 
that pushed commercial banks to lend 
to microfinance institutions (MFIs), 
regulatory restrictions on MFIs from 
taking deposits that forced them to rely 
on commercial debit to fund their 
portfolios and their exponential growth, 
a low level of financial literacy among 
clients, little to no oversight over debt 
collection practices, and no credit 
bureau to monitor multiple loans being 
taken by individual borrowers. The 
result was a crushing government 
clamp down on MFI lending which in 



Financial Inclusion Newsletter

Percentage of Thailand Households in Debt
by region and area, 2011

Source: Asian Development Bank. Interim Microfinance Supply-Side Assessment Report. April 2013. Manila. 

Consumer Protection,
from page 5

Consumer Protection/p7

6

turn resulted in a region-wide decline in 
repayments, a rapid deterioration of 
portfolio quality and an almost 
complete stop to new lending. 

There was much finger pointing 
and much blame after the crisis, some 
were legitimate and some were 
politically motivated. In the end, 
everyone – the regulator, MFIs, local 
and national government, microfinance 
associations and even clients 
themselves – were responsible in some 
way for the predicament. Ultimately, 
though, those who suffered the most 
were the clients.

In October 2012, the Asian 
Development Bank’s (ADB) 
Independent Evaluation Department 
published a study titled, Microfinance 
Development Strategy 2000: Sector 
Performance and Client Welfare that 
reviewed ADB’s investments and 
technical assistance in microfinance 
over the last 10 years. The study 
revealed that the penetration of 
microfinance among the poor in Asia 
and the Pacific remains low. As of the 
end of 2010, around 20% of the 
population living below the poverty 
level of $1.25 per day had direct access 
to microfinance services in 21 
developing countries receiving ADB 
microfinance support. This level was 
below ADB’s goals.

According to the study’s key author, 
Binh Nguyen, while microfinance is 
operating on a market basis in many 
countries, “Far more attention must be 
given to the financial literacy of the 
poor, consumer protection, and 
accountability to customers to ensure 
sound microfinance practices and that 
the poor have access to safe financial 
services.” ADB’s efforts have so far 
concentrated largely on addressing 
policy issues. The study called for 
greater focus on clients and the use of 
financial innovation and technologies 
to better reach the poor, among other 

measures for the viable and sustainable 
expansion of microfinance in the region.

In response to the findings of the 
ADB study, alongside with other 
growing evidence that focusing on 
financial literacy and consumer 
protection would entail positive impact, 
both private and public sector 
operations within ADB have taken these 
results seriously and placed an even 
greater focus on the clients.

ADB Efforts in Improving 
Consumer Protection and Financial 
Literacy in Southeast Asia

A recent assessment of ADB’s six year 
Rural Financial Sector Development 
Program (RFSDP) for Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic included a survey 
on client perspectives of the program.1

In particular, the survey looked at 
consumer satisfaction, consumer 
protection, and financial literacy. The 
small-scale qualitative research was 
executed in mid-2013 with 14 focus 
group discussions (FGDs) conducted 
among 14 representative microfinance 
1 Asian Development Bank. Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic Rural Finance Sector 
Development Program Project Completion Report. 
October 2013. Manila. 

providers in 5 provinces: Luangprabang, 
Vientiane Province, Vientiane Capital, 
Savannakhet, Champasak and Salavan 
Province. The target population by type 
included: five groups of Saving and 
Credit Union (SCU) Clients, five groups 
of MFI clients, and four groups of 
Agriculture Promotion Bank (APB) 
clients. 

The research found that most 
participants confirmed that they have 
better access to finance since 2006 and 
this has played a very important role in 
improving their livelihood. For example, 
some clients built a new house, 
expanded their shop/business, and have 
been able to give their children better 
education.

Overall, clients found application 
procedures to be simple and fast with 
no collateral requirement for small loans 
amounting to KN1,000,000.00–
KN5,000,000.00 million ($125–$625). 
They were not asked with excessive 
number of questions during the 
application and did not have pressure to 
take loans, with the exception of one 
provider, which processes were 
generally thought to be complicated 

http://www.adb.org/documents/adbs-microfinance-development-strategy-2000
http://www.adb.org/documents/adbs-microfinance-development-strategy-2000
http://www.adb.org/documents/adbs-microfinance-development-strategy-2000
http://www.adb.org/projects/documents/search/507
http://www.adb.org/projects/documents/search/507
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and time consuming and the cost of 
valuation of collateral was high. Clients 
took a positive view towards the 
flexibility of repayment schedules and 
the possibility of early discharge of 
loans. 

In terms of consumer protection, 
borrowers often had little knowledge 
of interest rates, but were very clear 
about the total amount of interest 
charged on their loans. The service 
center meeting system did not suit a 
lot of working people, as they were not 
able to attend during the time the 
center was open. The process of 
getting authorization from the village 
level of government was seen by many 
as an invasion of privacy, as the details 
of the loans sought quickly became 
common knowledge in the village. 
Getting authorization from higher 
levels was expensive and time 
consuming. Interestingly, most people 
interviewed preferred loans over 
savings. 

As a result of the assessment which 
included the client survey,  
recommendations were made for 
potential follow-on work to address 
some of the key consumer protection 
issues raised and to respond to the need 
for greater financial literacy among 
clients. 

In Thailand, increasing levels of 
household debt has raised concerns 
over its sustainability. In July 2013 the 
Bank of Thailand advised that, as of the 
first quarter of 2013, Thailand’s 
household debt had increased to 
Thailand Baht (B) B8.97 trillion or 
77.4% of gross domestic product (GDP) 
compared with B1.36 trillion or 28.8% of 
GDP in 1997. Recent research 
conducted as part of a comprehensive 
look at financial inclusion in the country, 
through a Japan Fund for Poverty 
Reduction-funded technical assistance 
managed by ADB, looked at consumer 
protection issues including the scope, 

impact and gaps related to financial 
literacy across the country. 

Results from FinScope, a quantitative 
survey conducted among 6,000 
households as part of the assessment 
and as a joint initiative between ADB 
and UNCDF, showed that 44.5% of 
adults currently have outstanding debt 
or have borrowed in the last 12 months2. 
The average debt per indebted adult is 
shown to be around B238,395 and per 
indebted household around B606,300.  
Further, data showed that individual 
debt is inversely related to annual 
income with the lowest income group, 
those earning below B3,000, carrying 
the highest debt burden. The ratio of 
total debt to annual income for 
individuals earning below B3,000 is 4.6. 
The same ratio for person earning more 
than B42,000 is 1.0.  The 
disproportionality of heavy debt 
repayment burden on low-income 
individuals is further skewed as debt at 
higher income levels is largely 
collateralized. 

Despite most Thai adults being 
reluctant  to talk about their 
indebtedness, quantitative FGDs 
revealed that a significant number of 
borrowers are caught in a perpetual 
debt cycle. In most cases, the cycle 
consists of using informal sources of 
credit to repay semi-formal debt simply 
to allow them to re-borrow from these 
institutions and, in turn, repay the 
informal lender. In addition, the 
FinScope study found that 12% of 
borrowers considered debt repayment 
as their main reason for borrowing. The 
challenge for many households is that 
they rely heavily on back-to-back loans 
in order to meet their consumption and 
business expenses. Fear of losing access 
to lending lifelines due to failure of 
repayment forces households to cross-
finance their debt by borrowing from 
“non-preferred lenders” typically an 
informal moneylender. This may allow 
the borrower to obtain a follow-up loan 
from his or her preferred lender, but at a 
cost: the household now operates under 

2 FinScope. 2013 FinScope Thailand. 2013

increased financial stress due to the 
high cost of the informal finance and 
the on-going interest charges of their 
preferred lender. This process can easily 
spiral out of control. The result is that 
80% of the population feels “financially 
stressed” and rather than being 
concerned about health risks, the death 
of a breadwinner or funeral expenses as 
is typical in other countries, households 
are worried about events that further 
exacerbate the debt crisis – rising input 
prices. In fact, the top four risks 
identified in the FinScope 2013 survey 
all related to fears of rising prices for 
goods, fuel, electricity and fertilizers. 

In terms of financial literacy, findings 
from the assessment indicate that most 
programs focus on middle class, salaried 
investors and students. These programs 
focus mainly on budgeting, savings and 
debt management. Important topics 
that are often missing include: risk 
management and insurance, bank 
services, branchless banking, financial 
negotiation, remittances, and consumer 
protection, except for Bank of Thailand 
and Credit Card and Personal Loan 
Debtors’ Club. The research also found 
that the most popular format on 
providing financial education is class 
room training. There are dozens of 
television (TV) programs that offer 
investment advice, but very few that 
stress basic, easy-to-understand 
financial literacy topics.  The review 
found that 12 TV programs / newspaper 
columns / websites were identified as 
catering to the general public. 

Overall, the research revealed that 
there are no systematic outcomes or 
impact assessment on the said mode of 
educating people. Therefore, it’s 
difficult to conclude which programs 
work, don’t work and why. Challenges in 
addressing the gaps identified focus on 
the need to articulate a theory of change 
(how will financial literacy lead to 
changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes 
and financial behaviors), defining the 
right content, choosing the right mix of 
delivery channels appropriate for the 
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Country Focus: Financial Inclusion in the Philippines
Daniel Anne Nepomuceno-Rodriguez, Financial Inclusion Sector Analyst

The financial inclusion sector in the 
Philippines has improved significantly 
over the past years on the back of 
marked improvements in the country’s 
financial business environment.

Based on the Global Microscope on 
the Microfinance Business Environment 
2013 published by The Economist 
Intelligence Unit, the Philippines ranked 
4th out of 55 countries in terms of overall 
microfinance business environment. Its 
ranking was unchanged from the 2012 
version of the report but has earned 
higher index point rating at 67.9 points 
from 63.3 points it has earned in 2012.

In addition, the Philippines shared 
the top spot with Peru in terms of 2013 
regulatory framework and practices 
ranking released by the same 
organization.

However, despite the achievements 
in the microfinance sector of the 
Philippines, several factors remained to 
be of threat in improving access of poor 
people to financial products and 
services.

According to Bangko Sentral ng 
Pilipinas (BSP), access to financial 
services remains to be one of the biggest 
challenges of the government especially 
in an archipelago comprising 7,107 Country Focus/p9

Consumer Protection,
from page 7

target audience, building trainers’ 
capacities, measuring results, 
outcomes and impact, identifying 
appropriate funding and sustaining the 
investments. 

Going Forward

All of this research leads toward the 
need for a clear strategy on how to 
protect clients through a mix of 

government regulation and industry-led 
self-regulatory measures. In addition, 
clients need to be equipped with 
financial education tools that can build 
their capacity to effectively and 
responsibly use an increasing range of 
diverse financial services available in 
many markets. In addition to supporting 
global initiatives such as the Smart 
Campaign, ADB is committed in 
expanding consumer protection in the 
region as evidenced for example by its 
support for national credit bureaus to 
expand and include microfinance 

institutions (Viet Nam), for development 
of a consumer protection law and 
financial literacy activities in rural areas 
(Cambodia), for the development of 
national strategies for financial 
inclusion (Thailand) and for focused 
national consumer protection and 
financial literacy strategies (Myanmar). 
We believe that this heightened focus 
on clients will help increase the value 
and impact of ADB’s investments in 
microfinance and better ensure 
quality of financial inclusion in the 
long-term.

islands with more than 92 million 
people.

“Archipelagic barrier pose a big 
challenge to financial access in the 
Philippines,” the BSP noted in a report.

As of June 2013, 37% of 1,643 cities 
and municipalities in the Philippines do 
not have a banking office and 15% of the 
total population of the country live in 
unbanked cities and municipalities.

Also, based on the 2012 Consumer 
Finance Survey of BSP, eight out of ten or 
around 78.5% of the 10,520 households 
surveyed have no deposit account with 
more than 90% saying that they do not 
have enough money to place in deposit 
accounts.

Moreover, the BSP has admitted in 
their 2012 year-end Report on the State 
of Financial Inclusion in the Philippines, 
that there is limited data available in 
measuring the impact of improvements 
intended for the development of the 
financial inclusion sector.1

“Improving the collection, updating, 
and analysis of financial inclusion data 
is an immediate challenge [for BSP]. For 

1 Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas. August 2012. Report 
on the State of Financial Inclusion in the Philippines. 
Manila.

instance, supply-side information on 
usage is limited on banks,”BSP noted in 
their year-end report.

The Central Bank added that there 
would be a need to collect further data 
from the demand-side of the industry in 
order to provide a more vivid picture of 
the financial inclusion sector in the 
Philippines.

The national strategy of the 
Philippine Government envisions a 
viable and sustainable microfinance 
market that will help provide poor 
households and small and medium-
scale entrepreneurs with greater access 
to microfinance services. 

In this regard, BSP recognizes 
financial inclusion as a worthy policy 
objective that must be pursued 
alongside with the promotion of a stable 
and efficient financial environment in 
the country. 

In 2000, BSP was mandated by the 
General Banking Law to recognize 
microfinance as a legitimate banking 
activity and set rules and regulations for 
its practice in the Philippine banking 
industry.

The BSP has also created an 
Inclusive Finance Steering Committee 
in 2012, which was headed by the 
Governor of the Central Bank and was 
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Source: Economist Intelligence Unit. Global Microscope on the Microfinance Business Environment 2012. 

Overall Microfinance Business Environment Ranking 
2012

Country Focus/p10

tasked to create projects that will focus 
on the alleviation of poverty in the 
Philippines through improving access to 
finance.

The Committee has four focus areas 
to work on: regulation and supervision, 
data and measurement, financial literacy 
and consumer protection and advocacy.

BSP’s response on the need of 
providing a suitable regulatory and 
supervisory environment in the sector 
has resulted  to a dynamic microfinance 
industry as well the establishment of 
governing regulations for electronic 
money (e-money) and mobile banking.

The Central Bank of the Philippines 
also sees the importance of relevant 
data that would help them strategize 
and monitor the progress of their 
programs alongside with the importance 
of financial literacy and consumer 
protection.

To address the need to improve 
financial education in the Philippines, 
the Central Bank has created Economic 
and Financial Learning Program, which 
provided series of educational campaigns 
that will increase financial awareness 
especially among poor households.

In terms of advocacy, BSP has been 
deeply involved in partnerships among 
private and public sector stakeholders 
in promoting financial inclusion and 
improve access to finance.

In addition, the Central Bank of the 
Philippines has issued more than 40 
circulars related to financial inclusion 
sector in the Philippines. (To download 
copies of BSP Circulars related to Microfinance,  
click            )

ADB and Financial Inclusion in the 
Philippines

Since 1988, ADB has provided 16 
microfinance-related assistance to the 

here

Philippines. In particular, ADB has 
provided nine technical assistance, four 
program loans and three grants.

These projects totaled to 
$218,833,900. The largest project 

provided by ADB to the Philippines is  
the Microfinance Development 
Program (MDP), which amounted to 
$150,000 program loan.

http://www.bsp.gov.ph/about/advocacies_micro_circ.asp
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Taking the Formalization Path 
in the Interest of the Consumers
Josephine Valle-Sison, Operations Assistant

Taking the formalization/p11

In this photo: Sabbir Patel (ICMIF), Nelson Kuria (CIC Insurance Group Kenya), Dr. Jaime Aristotle B. Alip 
(RIMANSI and CARD) and Arup Chatterjee (ADB)

Country Focus,
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The The human spirit’s will to survive is 
beyond amazing. From whatever 
necessity it encounters, be it ordinary 
day-to-day living to moments of 
seemingly insurmountable trials, people 
are capable of adapting and reinventing 
themselves to come up with the best 
possible scenario. More incredibly, they 
are capable of looking after not only 
themselves but of each other.

Such was the vibe from the 
discussions in the ICMIF–AOA 
Development Microinsurance Network 
Seminar on “Improving Access to 
Insurance” held on 18–20 September 
where a number of ADB staff 
participated as speakers and 

The MDP project was accompanied 
by a technical assistance (TA) grant of 
$500,000. On top of these, ADB has 
also approved a grant financed by the 
Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction of 
$900,000 for capacity development of 
savings and credit cooperative and for 
strengthening the regulatory capacity 
of the Cooperative Development 
Authority (CDA).

The MDP was approved on 22 
November 2005 and has supported the 
Philippine government in improving its 
microfinance sector and in achieving its 
Millennium Development Goals 
including the alleviation of poverty, 
promotion of gender equality and 
women empowerment.

The overall objective of the program 
was to improve households’ income, 
reduce poverty and reduce vulnerability 
of the poor.2

In order to achieve this objective, 
the MDP was formulated to undertake 
strategic reforms on the following areas:

(i) enhance the enabling policy and 
regulatory environment of microfinance 
and remove regulatory impediments 
and policy distortions, thereby 
promoting market efficiencies and 
outreach of services to the poor at 
competitive prices; 

(ii) build viable microfinance 
institutions (MFIs) that could provide 
efficient and cost-effective retail 
delivery of services to the poor; 

(iii) strengthen regulatory and 
supervisory capacity and oversight for a 
sound microfinance sector; and 

(iv) increase financial literacy and 
consumer protection for the poor and 
users of microfinance services. 

2 Asian Development Bank. 2012. Performance 
Evaluation Report: Philippines: Microfinance 
Development Program. Manila.  

Overall, the program was rated 
successful.  However, follow-up 
actions were recommended to ensure 
continued improvements in the 
microfinance sector of the 
Philippines: 

(i) speed up the implementation of 
CDA’s rationalization plan and reforms 
in the institutional structure, and 

(ii) set up core indicators for 
monitoring poverty levels of clients. 

moderators. The growing necessity to 
protect the most vulnerable from 
potential threats to their financial well-
being and how providers and regulators 
can adapt to these needs of their 
customers was the theme for the two-
day seminar.

The need for microinsurance sprang 
from the growing outreach of 
microfinance. After all, the next logical 
step to giving the poor a decent 
livelihood out of microfinance is giving 
them access to protect these sources 
of livelihood. This is especially 
important because these market 
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segments are the most vulnerable to 
external shocks.

Since the poorer population 
normally do not have access and may 
not afford or understand conventional 
insurance, the concept of 
microinsurance emerged. But as we 
know, the word “insurance,” whether 
micro or what-have-you, does not easily 
garner amicable responses, especially 
amongst the poorer market segments. A 
farmer who barely makes enough for his 
family will not easily part with his hard-
earned money for a return he can barely 
understand and is uncertain to receive. 
Not only that, there are certainly several 
issues relating to consumer protection 
that underlie the issue of microinsurance. 
The most basic consumer protection 
concerns are (i) information and pricing 
transparency, (ii) protection from abuse 
and (iii) the availability of a redress 
mechanism.

In its infancy, where most 
microinsurance’ reach remains relatively 
small, trust in microinsurance was built 
through mutual benefit associations 
(MBAs). MBAs serve as the delivery 
channel and/or provider of 
microinsurance to the poor. And this 
channel has proven not only to be 
quite an effective channel but it has 
also addressed the consumer 
protection concerns surrounding 
microinsurance.

MBAs provide microinsurance to 
their members and these microinsurance 
products are the very basics. Since 
MBAs understand the needs of their 
members, they are able to provide these 
members with the most basic products, 
simple and affordable payment schemes 
and efficient claims processes. And 
since this model is on a membership 
basis, it is safe to say that consumers are 
well informed about the products and 
services they are availing. Moreover, the 
sense of community leaves little space 
for any sort of consumer abuse and 

easily facilitates airing of grievances, if 
any.

Most MBAs or other microinsurance 
providers start as informal insurance 
providers. The problem with informal 
providers is that they deal with a 
dilemma. There is the desire to grow in 
outreach, yet in doing so, it opens itself 
to possible consumer protection 
problems. As with most informal 
institutions, the lack of a supervisory 
authority watching over them, 
especially when they become too large 
in size for them to self-regulate, is a real 
issue that needs to be addressed. It 
seems the pressing question then is 
whether formalization is a necessity to 
achieve real impact on access to 
insurance. 

The answer from the seminar 
participants is a resounding “yes,” but a 
qualified one.

With the global orientation towards 
financial inclusion, informal insurance 
providers see the benefits of 
formalization. However, there are many 
challenges to formalizing as discussed 
by the many MBAs that attended the 
seminar.

There are regulatory requirements 
for licensing. First of these hurdles is 
high capital requirement for formal 
microinsurance providers. Then once 
within the ambit of regulation, providers 
have to balance their developmental 
and prudential goals. To complicate, 
there may not be enough qualified 
people to manage such overarching 
goals. And finally, before these informal 
providers can jump into the mainstream, 
there has to be an effective and 
supportive legal framework.

While it is the aim of financial 
inclusion to extend the outreach of 
formal financial services, the reality is 
that informal finance will always persist 
in some economies. It existed before 
the establishment of modern financial 
systems and still has a role to play today. 
Where the market is not ready to 

formalize, regulators should not 
prematurely push providers/players to 
do so. It is important that certain 
prerequisites are there for the system 
to work. A gradual reining in, keeping 
with the concept of proportionality, is 
key.

The regulatory body should 
appreciate the difference of mutual 
insurance from conventional insurance 
and taking note of these differences, 
create an enabling regulatory framework 
for reining in these providers to the 
formal sphere.

Meanwhile, for the providers, they 
have to understand that regulators are 
also bound by the standards set by the 
International Standard Setting Bodies 
(ISSBs). But these ISSBs also recognize 
the value of proportionality, so that 
regulators can tailor their framework to 
their circumstances.

The Philippines is an example of a 
successful formalization story where 
mutual benefit associations were 
accommodated by the regulatory body. 
Their success story comes from a series 
of inclusive consultations between the 
providers, different government 
agencies, partner development 
organizations such as ADB, were 
involved.

The case of other countries such as 
Sri Lanka, India and Kenya were also 
presented during the seminar. The 
stories echo similar concerns – the need 
for government support, the desire to 
grow in reach and impact, the concern 
for customers’ well-being.

In the end, both regulators and 
providers agree that the impetus for 
formalization should be to increase 
reach and ultimately impact on society 
while at the same time protecting the 
customers. The road to formalization is 
one filled with many challenges but one 
thing is for sure: necessity will fuel this 
process although some economies 
might not necessarily have the same 
highways and avenues or speed limits.
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Financial Inclusion Knowledge Events

Title of event: International Insurance 
Seminar: In Pursuit of a More Resilient 
and Inclusive Insurance Sector 

When: 21–22 October 2013

Where: Auditorium Zone D, ADB 
headquarters, Manila, Philippines

About the event: The two-day 
seminar, organized by ADB’s Financial 
Sector Development Community of 
Practice, aimed to equip ADB staff in 
the gaps and weaknesses in the current 
international financial architecture as 
well as national regulatory systems, 
recent developments such as Solvency 
2 and cross-border supervision, 
disaster risk financing and management 
of longevity risk while looking at 
examples from developing countries 
on a proportionate approach to 
observance of internationals insurance 
standards and deepening financial 
sector to its developing members. It 
also provided an opportunity for 

Past Events

Karen Davila interviewing Muhammad Yunus during one of the seminars held in the Partnerships against 
Poverty Summit Knowledge Events/p13

participants to discuss the dynamics of 
international insurance regulation and 
supervision.

Title of event: The Second OECD–
ADB Workshop on Enhancing Financial 
Accessibility for Small and Medium 
Enterprise: Lessons from Asian and 
OECD Areas’ Crises 

When: 21 October 2013

Where: CC9, OECD Headquarters, 
Paris, France 

About the event: The workshop is 
part of the ADB–OECD joint study on 
small and medium enterprise (SME) 
finance with a main topic of innovative 
SME financing modality amid an era of 
global financial uncertainty. This 
workshop is a back-to-back event with 
the 44th Session of the OECD Working 
Party on SMEs and Entrepreneurship 
(WPSMEE) last 22–23 October 2013.

Title of event: Conference on Islamic 
Finance for Asia: Development, 
Prospects and Inclusive Growth 

When: 4–5 November 2013

Where: ADB headquarters, Manila, 
Philippines 

About the event: The conference, 
organized by the Islamic Financial 
Services Board and hosted by ADB, 
aimed to create greater awareness on 
the potentials and opportunities 
brought about by Islamic finance to the 
region, and explore the issues related to 
its further development, progress and 
challenges. The conference brought 
prominent speakers from among the 
international Islamic financial 
community, market players, regulators 
as well as thought leaders of the industry 
to share experiences with the key policy 
makers, regulators, industry 
practitioners and stakeholders in Asia.

Title of event: Microcredit Summit 
2013: Partnership Against Poverty

When: 9–11 October 2013

Where: Philippine International 
Convention Center, Manila, 
Philippines

About the event: The summit focused 
on partnerships among government, 
business and finance sector, and civil 
society being used to bring about 
financial inclusion and poverty 
alleviation. The summit was organized 
by the Microcredit Summit Campaign in 
collaboration with the Microfinance 
Council Philippines.

ADB’s Independent Evaluation 
Department (IED) hosted a workshop 
on “Policies and Regulations that 
Encourage Responsible Financial 
Inclusion”, headed by Betty Wilkinson. 
Binh Nguyen presented the findings of 
IED’s 2012 evaluation on ADB’s 
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Pacific Banks Go Branchless to Reach the Unbanked
Sabine Spohn, Private Sector Development Specialist

In November 2013 Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) and the Consultative 
Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) jointly 
organized a two day seminar on 
branchless banking at ADB’s new 
Sydney offices. The event was 
sponsored by ADB’s Pacific Private 
Sector Development Initiative.

Pacific Private Sector Development 
Initiative (PSDI) is a regional technical 
assistance facility cofinanced by 
Australian Aid, the New Zealand Aid 

Knowledge Events,
from page 12
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microfinance development strategy 
while Kelly Hattel presented a Thailand 
case study. IED also sponsored three 
participants from Nepal and Viet Nam 
who presented their experiences based 
on their country cases. About 100 
participants from the government, 
microfinance institutions and civil 
society organizations attended the 
workshop.

ADB’s Betty Wilkinson during a wokshop titled “Policies and Regulations that Encourage Responsible 
Financial Inclusion”. 

Title of event: Citi–FT Financial 
Education Summit 2013

When: 4–5 December 2013

Where: Hong Kong, China

About the event: The objective is to 
promote financial access especially for 
low income and disadvantaged groups. 
This year summit focuses on product 
innovations, methods for measuring 
impacts, and models to scale up.

Programme, and ADB. Since 2006, 
PSDI has been working with ADB’s 
14 Pacific developing member 
countries to improve the enabling 
environment for business and 
support inclusive, private sector–led 
economic growth.

The seminar brought together 
representatives from six Pacific Island 
Central Banks who were joined by a 
further 25 delegates ranging from small 
commercial banks such as BNCTL, the 

National Commercial Bank of “Timor 
Leste” to  global giants like Visa 
International, among others. In 
addition, there were participants from 
broad range of regional regulators, 
financial services providers, mobile 
network operators and technology 
providers.

Sessions highlighting successful 
approaches and best practices were 
facilitated by leading experts and 
practitioners, including Gane Simbe, 
Deputy Governor of the Central Bank 
of Solomon Islands, Pia Roman, Head 
of Financial Inclusion at Bangko Sentral 
ng Pilipinas (Central Bank of the 
Philippines), and Steve Rasmussen, 
Head of Technology at CGAP. The 
meeting facilitated exchanges between 
different stakeholders with the 
objective of identifying policies, 
innovations, and practices that can 
further strengthen the enabling 
environment for branchless banking in 
the region.

Interestingly, while technology and 
mobile networks become increasingly 
mainstream in the Pacific, facilitating 
increased access to financial services 
outside of typical branch networks, usage 
of these services and number of new 
account openings is not living up to 
expectations. Additional outcomes and 
issues identified for the Pacific region were:

•	 The need for relationship
building and education. 

The further we embrace and rely on 
technology solutions to achieve 
financial inclusion, the less opportunities 
exist for human contact,  which in the 
past has been critical for building 
relationships and trust between the 
consumer and the service provider. As 
many consumers are new to or 
uncomfortable with mobile banking 
technology, there is a need to build trust 
and educate clients in uses of the 
products. This limited degree of 
experience with formal financial services 
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Recommended Readings on Consumer 
Protection and  Financial Literacy

The recommended readings below will help the readers further understand 
the importance of financial literacy and consumer protection in the 
financial inclusion sector.

Please click on the title of the report to view and download its full PDF 
version.

•	 Responsible Lending: An International Landscape. Consumers 
International. November 2013

•	 Protecting New and Vulnerable Clients as Financial Inclusion 
Proceeds. Center for Financial Inclusion. September 2013.

•	 Implementing Consumer Protection in Emerging Markets and 
Developing Economies. CGAP. August 2013.

•	 Regulatory Options to Curb Debt Stress. Consultative Group to 
Assist the Poor (CGAP). March 2013.

•	 SmartAid Index 2013. CGAP. 2013
•	 Global Survey on Consumer Protection and Financial Lietracy: 

Results Brief. World Bank. 2013.

also highlights the need to ensure 
effective consumer protection measures 
are in place such as transparent pricing 
and effective redress mechanisms for 
consumers that have a complaint.

•	 The	need	 to	build	 sustainable	
agent networks.

 In developing a new product 
delivery channel, financial service 
providers need to provide customers 
with products that meet their needs. 
They also need to offer agents a 
compelling business case, which 
generates sufficient income for the 
agent, in order that they can facilitate 
easy and reliable access to banking 
products for consumers. Trust in the 
product and provider is a key - people 
need to believe that their money is 
safe, and that they can access their 
accounts when they need to. In 
addition, the ability to make a range of 
transactions, beyond the typical 
deposit, withdrawal and transfer 
functions, will drive transactional 

activity (e.g. payment of electricity bill, 
mobile phone top up etc.).

•	 The need for greater
consultation between financial market 
regulators and telecommunications 
regulators.

To date Pacific Central Banks 
have taken an enabling and 

proportionate approach to the 
regulation of branchless banking to 
encourage its growth and its 
effectivity as a tool for financial 
inclusion. To avoid the potential for 
competing priorities a teach-
respective regulator (e.g. Central 
Bank, telecom regulator), greater 
consultation between stakeholders 
will be necessary. 

Participants in the Pacific Branchless Banking Seminar

http://www.consumersinternational.org/media/1412472/ciresponsiblelending_finalreport_06-11-13.pdf
http://centerforfinancialinclusionblog.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/client-protection.pdf
http://centerforfinancialinclusionblog.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/client-protection.pdf
http://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/Technical-Guide-Implementing-Consumer-Protection-August-2013.pdf
http://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/Technical-Guide-Implementing-Consumer-Protection-August-2013.pdf
http://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/Focus-Note-Regulatory-Options-to-Curb-Debt-Stress-Mar-2013.pdf
http://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/IFAD_smartaid_2013.pdf
http://responsiblefinance.worldbank.org/~/media/GIAWB/FL/Documents/Publications/Global-Consumer-Protection-and-Financial-Literacy-results-brief.ashx
http://responsiblefinance.worldbank.org/~/media/GIAWB/FL/Documents/Publications/Global-Consumer-Protection-and-Financial-Literacy-results-brief.ashx
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Stephen P. Groff, Vice-President (Operations 2)

Groff is responsible for the full range of ADB’s operations in East Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific. His 
mandate includes establishing strategic and operational priorities in his areas of responsibility, producing 
investment and technical assistance operations amounting to approximately $5 billion annually, managing an 
existing portfolio of about $23 billion, and leading about 650 staff.

In addition, Mr. Groff supports ADB’s President in managing ADB’s  overall operations, represents ADB in high-level multilateral 
fora, and contributes to managing its relationships with its 67 member country shareholders, other multilateral financial 
institutions, and key government, private sector, and civil society partners.

Prior to joining ADB, Mr. Groff was Deputy Director for Development   Cooperation at the Paris-based Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) where he led OECD’s work on a wide range of development-related economic and 
political issues. He also served as OECD’s envoy to the G20 Working Group on Development and was a member of the World 
Economic Forum’s Global Agenda Council. Prior to this he was the Deputy Vice-President for Operations at the Washington-
based Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), where he helped set up the agency and led MCC programs while advising the 
CEO on development issues, strategy, and policy.  Prior to MCC, Mr. Groff held several staff positions at the ADB.  Before this, 
Mr. Groff was the deputy director and chief economist on a large U.S. Agency for International Development project designed to 
encourage private sector development in the southern Philippines, a Program Director for the U.S. Refugee Program, and a U.S. 
Peace Corps Volunteer.

Mr. Groff has worked across Asia, Africa, and Latin America and writes regularly on development issues.  He also serves on a 
number of advisory boards for development-related organizations.

Mr. Groff holds a Master’s degree in Public Administration from Harvard University and a Bachelor of Science degree in 
Environmental Biology from Yale University.

Noritaka Akamatsu, Deputy Head of the Office of Regional Economic Integration

Akamatsu is Deputy Head of the Office of Regional Economic Integration (OREI) of Asian Development 
Bank, where he joined in March 2009. He concurrently serves as Chair of Financial Sector Community of 
Practice to lead ADB-wide financial sector operations. At OREI, he is leading works to support the financial 
cooperation and integration initiatives of ASEAN+3 including the Asian Bond Market Initiative (ABMI). He 
is also serving as Co-Chair of the Steering Committee for Capacity Building of the ASEAN Central Bank 
Forum as part of the effort of ASEAN Economic Community 2015. 

Prior to joining ADB, he was a staff member of the World Bank where he joined in January 1993. Before moving to ADB, he 
was the Bank’s Finance & Private Sector Program Manager for Vietnam and Capital Market Advisor for East Asia & Pacific (EAP) 
Region. While at the headquarters in Washington, he led Capital Markets Group of the Bank’s Financial Sector Network. He was 
a member of the Bank’s crisis management team at the time of Asian Financial Crisis of 1997 and participated in the Financial 
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