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We helped Airtel Payments Bank sharpen its communication to rural women

customers to nudge them to make small deposits through BC points

Context
Intervention/ 

concept

Pilot
outputs

Future
outcomes

Women made more small-

value deposits at agent 

outlets. As of May, ’21, 

women in the treatment 

group made 49 small-value 

deposits at agent points, 

while those in the control 

group made only one. 

More women opened 

Bharosa accounts at pilot 

agent points. As of May, 

’21, women opened nine

new Bharosa accounts in 

the 12 treatment group 

locations, as against five

in the 12 control group 

ones.

Airtel Payments Bank had 

designed its Bharosa

account to attract small 

savings customers.

Customer footfall at 

Airtel Payments Bank's 

agent points did not 

increase as expected. 

Airtel Payments Bank and 

MSC identified rural 

women as the target for 

small savings. MSC’s 

research found that the 

target group could not 

understand the product 

features, while the 

communication strategy 

required modifications.

MSC developed a prototype 

of a client communication 

message that focused on 

behavioral communication 

around small savings. It 

was delivered through 

various channels to target 

rural women customers. 

The message design 

addressed issues in the 

message content and 

channel.

MSC piloted the 

communication script in a 

rural area where Airtel 

Payments Bank planned to 

expand operations.

Based on the pilot results, 

Airtel Payments Bank has 

been scaling up the 

communication message 

to 20,000 rural agent 

points in the short term, 

and considering a 

national scale-up 

thereafter.

As per MSC estimates, 

targeted behavioral 

communication can 

potentially increase 

deposits mobilized at a 

BC point by INR 3800 

(USD 50) per month per 

agent point, and increase 

footfall by 20%.* 

*For specific providers the target base will be different. We only indicate potential business opportunity. 

Numbers based on MSC analysis and guesstimates.

https://www.airtel.in/bank/
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Trends of small saving deposits and account opening by women show a clear 

distinction between agents in the pilot and control groups
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Findings

For both pilot and control groups, we see a gradual dip in 

business activities in the second and third months (Dec, 2020 and 

Jan, 2021), compared to the first month. As discussed with the 

Airtel Payments Bank team, this is a normal business curve seen 

during the initial phase of its launch.

The two agent groups show a clear difference on the number of 

small savings deposit transactions. Only the treatment group 

customer service points (CSPs) had some traction (six 

transactions overall), while the control group CSPs showed no

small-value deposits done. Further, as of May, 2021, women in the 

treatment group did 49 small-value deposit transactions overall, 

while those in the control group did only one transaction. 

The treatment group CSPs performed better on the account 

opening parameter as well. They opened six Bharosa accounts for 

women as against three by those in the control group. 
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Findings

The average balance of new accounts opened by women in 

the treatment group was about 54 times that of women in 

the control group during the pilot period. Women in the 

treatment group maintained a monthly average balance of 

INR 385 (USD 5.06), while their counterparts in the control 

group kept only INR 6.8 (USD 0.09) in their accounts. 

Also, both groups showed zero small-value withdrawals 

during the pilot period. Since the control group accounts did 

not have any balance, it directly reflects the intention of 

women in the treatment group to start small savings AND

also to protect the savings from getting spent on avoidable 

expenditures. This was one of the clear messages in the 

audio clip disseminated in their villages.

Average balance of the new accounts opened
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Women in the treatment group saved significantly more, proving the 

effectiveness of the audio clip
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Early trends indicate that the pilot intervention has increased the income of 

agents

Findings

CSPs in the treatment group 

consistently generated higher 

business volumes throughout the 

pilot duration. Their average 

revenue of INR 10,144 (USD 133) 

was much higher than INR 2537 

(USD 33.27) seen for the CSPs in 

the control group. This higher 

income may be attributed to 

higher awareness levels created 

by the spread of the audio 

message, which led to higher 

footfall at the treatment group 

CSPs and ultimately raised their 

overall earnings. 
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The pilot led to many success stories

The message in the audio clip successfully resonated 

with the women. It is evident in the high number of 

small savings deposit transactions at Sewapuri CSPs. 

We frequently heard from the women: “500 rupay

hi nahin, 10 rupay bhi jamaa kar saktein hain” 

(We need not save only larger sums like 500 Rupees. 

We can even deposit 10 Rupees if we want)

Struck the 

right chord
A

The audio clip could break the inertia for 

women from the LMI segment regarding 

small savings, as mirrored in the dashboard 

results. It is also likely to create a 

reference group of early adopter female 

clients, who are powerful influencers, as 

MSC’s field research indicates as well.

Set the small savings 

wheel rolling
B

The team integrated the pilot activities in Airtel 

Payments Bank’s existing operational model, with no 

extra cost beyond the development of the audio 

clip. Based on the pilot results, Airtel Payments 

Bank intends to start playing the audio clip at 

10,000 agents in Hindi-speaking areas initially, and 

across all rural (20,000) CSPs subsequently. Airtel 

Payments Bank will incur no additional cost for this 

scale up.

Emerged as a winner in 

the cost-benefit analysis
C

As an Airtel Payments Bank staff 

mentioned, playing the audio clip 

generated initial interest while setting up 

an excellent stage for the Airtel Payments 

Bank staff to start communicating with this 

elusive client segment.

Became a launch pad for 

the field staff
D
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The pilot also offers some important sectorial lessons

Power of behavioral

messaging

Organization holds 

the key

Work hard to keep it 

simple

Feedback must feed 

back 

Designing a clear, 

simple, and powerful 

ATL communication for 

the LMI segment is 

difficult. As the uptake 

and usage data shows, 

the Airtel Payments 

Bank pilot's end product 

is a short, easy-to-

absorb, and relatable 

audio message. 

Behavioral messaging 

can nudge difficult-to-

penetrate segments. 

The Airtel Payments 

Bank experiment used it 

to resolve difficult 

issues around the 

awareness, interest, 

and mobility of rural 

women.

An organization's (Airtel 

Payments Bank in this 

case) openness to 

innovation plays a 

decisive role in how 

successfully it can 

experiment with new 

concepts.

An intervention must 

quickly adapt to 

emergent realities of 

the field. The team at 

Airtel Payments Bank 

was quick to notice and 

use the SHG channel to 

relay its message to 

more women.
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Scaling up and broadening the scope of the communication pilot

Airtel Payments Bank has been scaling 

up the audio clip to about 1,000 new 

CSP locations each month in its Hindi-

speaking geographies. It intends to 

record the message in different 

regional languages and cover all 

20,000 CSPs under Airtel Payments 

Bank’s Unbanked Villages Program.

MSC will work with Airtel 

Payments Bank to identify 

other difficult-to-reach client 

segments, and design 

communication messages for 

them too. 

Based on the lessons from this 

pilot, MSC will engage with other 

players in the CICO network to 

help them design behavioral 

communication strategies for LMI 

customers. 

1

2

3
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Appendix 1: Key milestones of the pilot intervention (1/10)

The journey was a mix of intense stakeholder discussions, analytical tools and frameworks, field research, message 

design using behavioral concepts, pilot roll-out, and post-pilot assessment. 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Problem 

identification and 

root-cause analysis

Intervention 

design

Script design and 

audio clip 

recording

Script design and 

audio clip recording

Pilot planning 

and roll-out

Pilot 

assessment
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Appendix 2 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (2/10)

Step 2

Stage 1: Problem identification and root-cause analysis

*The appendix presents the fishbone diagram in detail.

Workshops facilitated with 

Airtel Payments Bank’s 

central team to understand 

the key challenges to 

establishing a sustainable 

CICO agent network. 

Stakeholder 

consultations

Problem 

identification

Root-cause 

analysis

Enhancing small 

savings through Airtel 

Payments Bank’s 

Bharosa account was 

chosen as the 

problem area the 

intervention will 

tackle. 

Brainstorming sessions 

were held internally as 

well as with Airtel 

Payments Bank to arrive 

at the root causes 

through a fishbone 

diagram*.

MSC’s 

expertise 

with agent 

networks

Client 

communication 

around small savings 

was selected as the 

area of intervention. 

Among other issues, 

the communication 

message would try to 

address anchoring

issues, which refers 

to a prevalent 

understanding that 

people save formally 

for deposit amounts 

only above a certain 

value, such as INR 500 

(USD 7). 

Step 3

Step 1

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anchoring_(cognitive_bias)
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Appendix 3 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (3/10)

Stage 2: Intervention design

1 2 3 4

MSC conducted research, 

designed communication 

material, and helped Airtel 

Payments Bank conduct a pilot 

test in select territories.

The team used field-

based rapid prototyping 

to design the 

communication message.

The pilot test deployed a comparison 

approach between a few control and 

treatment group agents. In Airtel 

Payments Bank terminology, they are 

called Customer Service Points, or 

CSPs. 

MSC primarily used a set of 

quantitative CSP performance 

indicators to assess the pilot, 

along with qualitative insights.

Project plan Pilot plan

Research 

approach

Assessment
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Appendix 4 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (4/10)

Stage 3: Field research and rapid prototyping (1/3) – the challenges to be overcome

Absence of a 

channel to reach out 

to a large section of 

the LMI women 

segment. 

Challenge 1 Absence of good 

quality message 

content that could 

resonate strongly 

with LMI women.

Challenge 2
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Appendix  5: Key milestones of the pilot intervention (5/10)

Stage 3: Field research and rapid prototyping (2/3) – resolving the ‘channel’ challenge

Resolving the channel challenge

Social norms implied that the rural 

women segment was difficult to 

reach, even within the household.

Women enjoy lower mobility due 

to traditional societal norms. 

Ownership of mobile phones 

remains low.

Women from the rural LMI segment 

have negligible literacy levels.

Based on the findings, the team 

decided to use an audio-based public 

announcement system as the 

communication channel for the 

intervention.
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Appendix 6 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (6/10)

Stage 3: Field research and rapid prototyping (3/3) - – resolving the ‘content’ challenge

Most relevant 
message discovered

Likert scale used to rank 
preferred benefits 

The MSC team tried to 

understand the most preferred 

benefits of Airtel Payments 

Bank’s Bharosa account.

Stage

Message prototypes 

displayed to clients to 

gather feedback. 

Further understanding 

gained around preferred 

message features.

The team 
considered the 
audio-based public 
announcement 
channel while doing 
this exercise.

Rapid prototyping began in Jaunpur, 

Uttar Pradesh
Intervention design conceptualized

01
Stage

02
Stage

03
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Appendix 7 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (7/10)

Stage 4: Script design and audio clip recording

Stitching the findings of primary research to create the communication message framework

It should convey the 

benefits in the same order 

and manner as discovered 

in the prototyping exercise. 

The message should be 

simple and easy to 

understand.

It should be recorded using 

a female voiceover in the 

regional language. 

The MSC 

team 

designed a 

communicat

ion message 

script, 

which Airtel 

Payments 

Bank 

recorded in 

female 

voice. This 

audio clip 

would be 

played at 

the pilot 

CSP 

locations. 

Based on the 

research in 

Jaunpur, we 

realized we 

needed:

1. Recorded 

audio message 

2. To be played 

through  

loudspeaker 

3. To be played 

at places 

where it 

reaches 

maximum 

women

4. To be played 

in an 

unobtrusive 

manner to not 

bother anyone 



17 All rights reserved. This document is proprietary and confidential.

Appendix 8 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (8/10)

Stage 5: Pilot planning and roll-out

Pilot plan 

preparation Pilot initiation

Introduction of 

SHG channel Pilot end

01

02

03

04

MSC finalized the pilot plan 

in consultation with Airtel 

Payments Bank, after 

considering the COVID-19 

scenario on the ground.

Pilot activities were initiated in 

the Sewapuri block of Varanasi 

district in November, 2020. The 

audio clip was delivered using 

Airtel Payments Bank’s existing 

delivery channels.

Field-based feedback informed the 

team that the SHG-Village 

Organization (VO) meetings could be 

a good platform to relay the audio 

message. The Airtel Payments Bank 

team quickly created this channel 

with MSC's support.

The pilot ran for three months at 

12 treatment CSPs of Sewapuri

block, while 12 other CSPs in 

Jaunpur district were considered 

as the control group. The field 

activities concluded on January, 

2021.
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Appendix 9 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (9/10)

The pilot implementation journey in pictures

Seeking various 

message dissemination 

channels

Field research 

in Jaunpur

Rapid prototyping in 

progress with a 

respondents from the 

target segment

Field research 

in Jaunpur

Pilot planning 

workshop at Airtel 

Payments Bank’s head 

office

Pilot plan 

preparation

Audio clip being 

played at a shamiyana

activity during a CICO 

agent launch 

Pilot activities 

at Sewapuri

CSPs

Audio clip being 

played at SHG-VO 

meetings

Pilot activities 

at Sewapuri VO 

meetings

1 2 3 4 5
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Appendix 10 : Key milestones of the pilot intervention (10/10)

Stage 6: Pilot assessment

Quantitative 

assessment

Qualitative 

assessment

MSC compared the performance 

of control and treatment group 

CSPs across a set of business 

performance indicators. The 

team designed a KPI dashboard

to capture the trends. 

The project team conducted 

qualitative interviews with Airtel 

Payments Bank staff, CSPs, and clients 

to validate some of the dashboard 

trends.

1

2
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Appendix 11: Results of the root cause analysis (fishbone diagram)

Back
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Sectors we work in

Providing impact-oriented business consulting services

Banking, financial 

services, and 

insurance (BFSI)

Water, sanitation, 

and hygiene

(WASH)

Government

and regulators

Micro, small, 

and medium

enterprise (MSME)

Social

payments 

and refugees

Gender
Education 

and skills

Digital and 

FinTech
Agriculture

Climate 

change
Youth

Multi-faceted expertise

Advisory that helps you succeed in a rapidly evolving market

Data Insight
Marketing and 

communication

Design thinking 

and innovation

Organizational 

transformation

Policy and

strategy

Products and

channels

Research and

analytics

Training
Government and

regulations and policy

Digital technology

and channels

Health and 

nutrition

Catalytic 

finance
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http://www.microsave.net/sectors/education-and-skills/
http://www.microsave.net/sectors/digital-fintech/
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http://www.microsave.net/expertise/government-regulations-and-policy/
http://www.microsave.net/expertise/government-regulations-and-policy/
http://www.microsave.net/expertise/digital-technology-and-channels/
http://www.microsave.net/expertise/digital-technology-and-channels/
https://www.microsave.net/sectors/health-nutrition/
https://www.microsave.net/expertise/catalytic-finance/
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Our impact so far

International financial, 

social, and economic 

inclusion consulting firm with 

20+ years of experience

>200 staff in 11 

offices around the 

world

Projects in ~65 

developing countries

Developed

>275 FI products
and channels now used by

>55 million people

>550

clients

Trained >10,500
leading FI specialists globally

Implemented

>875 DFS projects

>1,000

publications

Assisted development of digital

G2P services used by 

>875 million people

MSC is recognized as the world’s local expert in economic, social, and 
financial inclusion

Some of our partners and clients
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