
 
Rare are the bank employees for whom bringing a guitar to work in-
creases productivity; Ramon Ibarra, of Cantilan Bank in the Philip-
pines, is an exception. Ibarra, a first-year account coordinator at this 
northern Mindanao rural bank works for the bank’s Student Savers 
Club, a savings mobilization program developed with the assistance of 
Chemonics International’s USAID-funded Microenterprise Access to 
Banking Services (MABS) project that targets students from elemen-
tary school age up and seeks to develop them into life-long clients. 
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USAID-funded MABS 
project helps a rural bank 
teach local children the 
value of saving while 
fostering a new 
generation of clients  
NOTE FROM THE FIELD 
Courting Milk Money for Long-Term Gain
Ibarra injects excitement into his regular deposit-collection visits to 
area schools by occasionally strumming his guitar in the schoolyard 
after his rounds are made.  
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udents count their money at the Student Savers 
ub’s regular classroom piggy-bank pickup. 
count officers rely on “positive peer pressure” to 
courage children to save. 

“The kids enjoy the music, and it makes them excited to see me,” 
says Ibarra. “It’s a good way to build a relationship with students who 
start off intimidated by bankers.” 

The Student Savers Club was started by Cantilan Bank in 2000 to 
teach local children about the value of savings, and to court “savers 
for life”—potentially high-value future clients.  “We aim to develop a 
relationship with these students,” explains bank president and CEO, 
General William Hotchkiss, “so that when they grow up and have 
steady jobs they remember that they can trust Cantilan with their 
savings.”  

The Student Savers Club is served by account coordinators who 
travel from classroom to classroom, with the school’s prior approval, 
inviting children to open student accounts and processing deposits 
into students’ existing accounts. For PhP (Philippine peso) 20 
(US$.40), a student may open a Student Savers Club account and re-
ceive a kid-friendly passbook complete with cartoon pictures on the 
cover. When the account reaches PhP100 (US$2), the student re-
ceives a locked “kiddie savers” piggy bank. Only the coordinator can

“We aim to develop a relationship 
with these students,” explains Cantilan 
Bank president and CEO, General 
William Hotchkiss, “so that when they 
grow up and have steady jobs they 
emember that they can trust Cantilan 

with their savings.”  
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unlock the piggy banks. Accounts 
are only withdrawable in times of 
emergency, and earn 2 percent in-
terest once the account reaches 
PhP500 (US$10).  

In addition to the occasional 
schoolyard guitar playing and bag of 
tricks, loan officers use institutional 
savings incentives to popularize the 
product among children. When stu-
dents’ accounts reach PhP500, they 
receive a pencil, eraser, and sharp-
ener; when the accounts hit 
PhP1,000 (US$20), a pack of cray-
ons; at PhP1,500 (US$30), a pencil 
case, and so on. A noteworthy de-
posit milestone is PhP7,500 
(US$150), at which point students 
become covered under the bank’s 
life and accident insurance policy.  

“I encourage students to put their 
extra baon [pocket money] in their 
piggy banks instead of spending it,” 
says Ibarra. “They don’t want to be 
the only one not to make a deposit 
when I come to visit.” 

In addition to reaching local chil-
dren, the bank uses the Student 
Savers Club to cross-sell other 
bank services, such as time deposits 
and loans, to the student savers’ 
parents. Cantilan Bank has reported 
several cases where parents with-
out formal savings accounts de-
cided to open individual accounts 
based on their child’s positive ex-
perience with the club.  

The bank acknowledges that the 
Student Savers Club service is 
more costly than regular deposit 
services, but sees it as a long-term 
investment in developing a savings 
culture in students that will have a 
payoff in the future. Although the 
true profitability of this service 

cannot be measured until the stu-
dents become wage-earning adults, 
the steadily growing average daily 
balances of account holders are a 
good sign. At the end of December 
2005, there were 4,160 Student 
Savers Club accounts with an out-
standing balance of PhP5.5 million 
(US$108,000). The total of other 
micro-deposit accounts was 44,252 
with an outstanding balance of 
PhP39.9 million (US$782,000). 

As Marguerite Robinson writes in 
The Microfinance Revolution: Sus-
tainable Finance for the Poor, “Poli-
cymakers and bankers in many 
parts of the developing world have 
been taught to believe that the 
poor do not save, cannot save, do 
not trust financial institutions, and 
prefer non-financial forms of sav-
ings.” This mindset, when paired 
with a history of targeted and di-
rected credit programs, explains 
why rural banks generally have fo-
cused on providing credit. Assisting 
banks, such as Cantilan, to develop 
their capacity to be full-service fi-
nancial intermediaries, providing 
both savings and credit facilities for 
microentrepreneurs and low in-
come groups, and most importantly, 
enabling the economically active 
poor to accumulate wealth and 
better secure their future is helping 
to change these perceptions. 

Cantilan Bank’s overall figures 
indicate the bank’s innovative 
approaches to mobilizing savings 
from the poor are working. From 

the period 1999 until 2005, 
Cantilan Bank increased the 
number of deposit accounts from 
6,500 to over 50,000. Overall, 
deposits balances increased from 
PhP33.3 million (US$814,000) to 
PhP219.4 million (US$3,973,000)1. 
By 2005, over 96 percent of all 
deposit accounts were micro-
deposits with balances of less than 
PhP15,000 (US$300).  
 
 
 
1 US$ exchange rate in 1998 was 
US$1=PhP40.89 and in 2005 it was 
US$1=PhP55.22. The exchange rate as of 
March 20, 2006 was US$1=PhP51.07.  
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