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Abstract 
 

Households that suffer from financial exclusion face difficulties in accessing financial 
services. But they also find it difficult to use the financial services to which they do have access. 
This second problem is the more significant one in France. One explanation is that the 
conditions attached to financial products make them inappropriate for the needs of some people. 
In addition, a good banking relationship is a key factor in limiting the process of financial 
exclusion. The obligations of both bankers and customers frequently prevent its attainment. The 
main goal of this paper is to analyse how the "Caisse d'épargne" is combating financial 
exclusion. The first part attempts to define both the modus operandi and the impact of this 
financial exclusion in its various forms, as well as the specific services provided by the "Caisse 
d'épargne" to meet specific needs. The second part analyses "Finances et Pédagogie" [a not-
for-profit association supported by the Caisse d’Épargne Group that provides training in personal 
finance], which offers collective financial education, and its possible developments to 
individualised assistance 
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Access to banking services is one of the challenges in combating the financial exclusion 
of households1. This is so true that, in the end, it is the only issue that is truly being addressed at 
a political level. Over the past few months in France, the spotlight has been on issues relating to 
the effectiveness of the right to have an account2 and the possibility for households with modest 
means to gain access to credit. In the first case, the goal is to promote the use of the legal 
mechanism that enables any person not having a bank account to open one at a bank of his 
choice (together with basic banking service) as a result of the intervention of the Bank of France.  
In the second case, the question relates to the possibility for households in an insecure situation 
and whose economic profile appears excessively risky to banks to obtain a small credit in order 
to meet an urgent and unforeseen need.  

Although access to banking services and to credit is essential, it is not the only aspect of 
financial exclusion. This is because once an account has been opened and the banking payment 
methods have been granted, or once the credit has been opened, the biggest challenge remains 
to be tackled. The use of banking services and the repayment of credit are not easy when the 
customer has only an imperfect understanding of how the banking system works.  The question 
of difficulties in using banking services is therefore crucial to understanding the complex 
phenomena of financial exclusion.  Accordingly, the definition of this phenomenon that we will 
adopt covers both problems of access and use, and is presented as follows: financial exclusion 
is the process by which a person encounters such difficulties in accessing and/or using its 
banking practices that he is no longer able to have a normal social life in his society.  This 
means that a situation of financial exclusion can only be defined in relation to the social 
consequences of the difficulties of access and use that comprise it.  

This definition of financial exclusion forms the basis of our analysis of the activity of the 
Caisse d’Épargne. The goal of this article is to analyse the Caisse d’Épargne’s role in combating 
financial exclusion, a role that reflects a traditional vocation, but that, more than anything else, is 
accounted for by the Act of 25 June 1999.  
 

“The network of the Caisses d’Épargne carries out general interest tasks. It 
participates in the implementation of the principles of solidarity and combats 
exclusions.  In particular, it exists to promote and collect savings (...).  It contributes to 
the protection of people’s savings, the collection of funds to be used to finance 
subsidised housing, the improvement of local and regional economic development (...) 
and to combating the banking and financial exclusion of all economic, social and 
environmental participants through, in particular, the funds collected from the “Livret 
A”, whose characteristics are maintained” (Article 1 of the Act of 25 June 1999).  

 
To ensure the effectiveness of this analysis, it has been organised as follows: the first 

part describes financial exclusion in France, and then presents the role played by the Caisse 
d’Épargne’s branches in their day-to-day activity.  The second part analyses what the Caisse 
d’Épargne does outside its branches with the action of “Finances et Pédagogie” and studies 
improvements that could be made to it based on other existing specific mechanisms.  
 

                                                 
1 In the remainder of this article, the term "financial exclusion" will be used for "the financial exclusion of 
individuals". 
2 Article 137 of Act No. 98-657 of 29 July 1998 with respect to combating exclusions and Article 1 of 
Decree No. 2001-45 of 17 January 2001, adapted pursuant to Act No. 98-657 of 29 July 1998.  
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I. What is the relationship between financial exclusion and the Caisse d’Épargne? 
 
A. Scope and nature of financial exclusion in France 
 

In France, when one speaks about financial exclusion, the first thing that comes to mind 
is that this is an extremely limited phenomenon, given that 99% of French households have 
access to an account (Daniel, Simon 2001).  Similarly, if we continue the discussion and we 
state that 170,000 overindebtedness dossiers were filed in 2003 and that roughly 700,000 are 
currently being prepared, we see the fact that 64% of the time, the cause of the 
overindebtedness is associated with a life event (unemployment, divorce, illness, etc.) (Banque 
de France, 2002), and, accordingly, does not reflect a banking problem.  All of these assertions 
are correct, but only partially.  

These figures and causalities do not stand up to analysis.  It is wrong, for several 
reasons, to conclude that financial exclusion is limited only to the absence of an account and 
therefore concerns less than 1% of households. 

To begin with, the figure of 1% of households is itself open to question.  If we take 
persons, rather than households, 6-8% of adults are concerned (CSR-Europe, 2001), a figure 
that reflects the existence of intra-family inequalities (Kempson and Whyley, 1999).  

 
Intra-family inequalities 

In those instances where, within a household, a single member has access to banking 
services, for example, to an account, the other members may be in a highly dependent 
situation.  For example, Elaine Kemspon and Claire Whyley noted that British women are less 
likely to have a bank account than British men.  In many couples with limited financial 
resources, women are therefore highly dependent, since they can only have access to the 
couple’s funds via an account to which these women legally have no right.  In the event of a 
conflict and/or separation, these inequalities may have highly significant financial 
consequences.  

 
In addition, to obtain this 1% figure, deposit accounts and savings accounts are not 

separated, even though the latter are insufficient for a person who wishes to have a normal 
social life. Accordingly, if we focused the analysis on households who receive the minima 
sociaux [benefit payments for those on the lowest incomes], the only ones for whom the figures 
are available, the percentage rises from 2% not having any account to 8% not having any 
deposit account (Daniel, Simon, 2001). 

Moreover, we should note that the banking system varies by network.  For example, 21% 
of households receiving the minima sociaux having a deposit account are clients of the Post 
Office, while this is only the case for 4% of the population as a whole (Daniel, Simon, 2001).  In 
actuality, the Post Office acts as a public banking service.  It replaces the mechanisms of the 
right to an account and to basic banking services of more difficult access. This explains two 
things: 1) their lack of success and 2) the low rate of those persons who do not have any 
account. Along with the Post Office, the Caisse d’Éparge also plays a major role with this 
clientele, a subject that will be addressed in greater detail in the next section. 

Finally, to limit financial exclusion to the inability to have access to an account reflects a 
very incomplete view of this phenomenon.  As indicated in the introduction, it is necessary to 
begin by considering the difficulties of access to a range of services that is much broader than 
simply having access to the account. This is because it is even more important to address usage 
difficulties.   

With respect to access to banking services, the comparison shown by the following table 
(table 1) between the access rate of the overall population and that of those households who 
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receive the minima sociaux (those persons who most often suffer from discrimination), illustrates 
the existence of a great degree of inequality of access to the various banking services based on 
the nature and the level of resources of potential clients.  

 
Table 1 : Unequal access (based on : Daniel, Simon, 2001) 

 

Households having: Beneficiaries of minima 
sociaux 

Overall population 

A deposit account 92% 99% 
Only a cash withdrawal card 32% 07% 
Only cash to pay for their 
expenses 34% 04% 

A chequebook 54% 96% 
A bankcard 40% 79% 
A bank credit 16% 44% 
An overdraft authorisation 43% 65% 

Given that financial exclusion is only defined by making a connection between the 
difficulties of access or use and their social consequences, these inequalities must be analysed 
with respect to a given society.  This is because social standards concerning banking services 
vary significantly from one country to the other.  They depend on the degree of dissemination of 
banking products and services within a society.  For example, in France, it is required to have 
access to an account to receive a salary or Social Security benefits, which means that it is 
practically an indispensable service, unlike in the case in the United Kingdom, where it is still 
possible to collect these amounts in cash (Kempson, 2001).  Similarly, not having a chequebook 
will not have the same social consequences in France and Germany or in Italy, where this 
payment method is much less frequent3. 

 
Social consequences of access difficulties 

Not having a chequebook has immediate practical consequences on the lives of the 
persons in question.  Not having banking payment methods is a source of stress for the mother 
of a family who has no other option than to give her daughter cash to pay the quarterly school 
cafeteria fee.  

There are also financial consequences.  One example is a woman who does not have a 
chequebook, who is in the habit of negotiating phased payments of her rent with the Office 
Public HLM [Low Income Housing Office] in those instances when she is experiencing financial 
problems. Unfortunately, the adjustment of her payments makes the “TIP” [inter-bank payment 
voucher] unusable for this purpose.  As a result, she has no other choice but to use a postal 
order, which costs roughly € 5, or a bank cheque, whose price varies between institutions 
(between € 7.5 and 20).  Even though this person takes the necessary steps to avoid 
accumulating debts, her limited budget has to bear the additional costs associated with these 
inappropriate replacement services.   
Source : Gloukoviezoff, 2004. 

 
If we now examine use-related difficulties, the only available figures are those associated 

with legal mechanisms. For example, according to the Bank of France, at the end of 2003, more 

                                                 
3 The preferred means of payment is cash for 15.8% of the French, 51.8% of Germans, and 60.2% of 
Italians, while cheques are the preferred means of payment for 47.2% of the French, 4.4% of Germans, 
and 10.4% of Italians, and the payment card is the preferred means of payment for 34.1% of the French, 
30.4% of Germans, and 26.1% of Italians (Eurobaromètre 54.0, 2001). 
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than two and a half million people were in a situation of interdiction bancaire4, the file that lists 
acknowledged incidents involving the repayment of credits to individuals (“FICP”) contains 1.9 
million names5, and roughly 700,000 overindebtedness dossiers are currently open (source : the 
Bank of France’s Internet site). However, on the one hand, these figures are not exhaustive 
(certain people who could do so prefer not to have an overindebtedness dossier) and, on the 
other, not all of the people listed are necessarily in a situation of financial exclusion (this is 
particularly true for those persons in a situation of interdit bancaire).  However, it provides 
evidence that poverty is not the only cause.  Through the fees that they charge, the interdictions 
that they decide (in other words, by their response to their clients’ problems), banks play a role in 
determining whether or not already fragile situations will worsen.  

 
Social consequences of use difficulties 

The fees charged by banks for improper use (whether or not voluntary) of banking services 
and the inability to negotiate on the part of the clientele have significant consequences on these 
persons’ limited budgets. For example, a household with limited but stable revenues had 16 
cheques rejected in two months following a delay in repaying significant health expenses.  As 
they were charged roughly € 64 for each cheque rejected, they had to pay a total of € 1,030 of 
fees (Gueneau C., 2000). Similarly, a couple living off the “RMI” [French minimum benefit 
payment] was forced to drastically limit its level of consumption as the repayment of banking 
expenses had reduced their available funds by 50% over the course of several months.  

These banking problems are often a source of great suffering, so much so that some people 
say that "they are not helped by the family and do not wish to be" (a farmer) and even wish to 
leave the village to escape their neighbours’ judgments and the accompanying feeling of 
humiliation.  The vast majority of these people describe the period of banking problems as a 
real test.  Some are still anxious about the idea of picking up their mail when they remember 
that at this time, most of the mail was comprised of payment reminders from the Bank and 
various collection entities. 
Source : Gloukoviezoff, 2004. 

 
To understand the mechanisms of financial exclusion, it is therefore necessary to 

analyse the quality of the relationship that is established between banks and clients having 
socio-economic profiles that are perceived to be risky (insecure job, unemployment, limited 
funds, single-parent family, etc.).  When faced with this type of client, banks subject to strong 
competitive pressure and seeking to limit their risks and their costs may be tempted to make a 
drastic selection or to charge as many fees as possible to make a profit from this client.  For its 
part, faced with these banking practices and frequently having to cope with a situation of 
insecurity and only a limited understanding of the functioning of the banking system, the client 
may withdraw or exclude himself from the process. Clients who fear that their banker will not 
help them to find a solution to the problems that they encounter but will instead seek a way to 
profit from the situation or even strongly encourage them to change banks may therefore 
abandon the idea of contacting the banker if they experience problems. This leads people not to 
disclose their problems as long as they believe that they can get by on their own.  Unfortunately, 
in most cases, this strategy greatly complicates the situation, as it is critical to tackle problems  
early in order to resolve them. Similarly, they may prefer to do without a payment card or a 
chequebook despite the resulting additional fees, in order not to take the risk of endangering 
their already fragile budget (Gloukoviezoff, 2004). 

                                                 
4 Prohibits an individual, following a banking incident, from using his chequebook or bank payment card, 
or both. 
5 Of whom 600,000 are in a situation of overindebtedness. 
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Accordingly, it appears that financial exclusion is caused by a mutual lack of knowledge 
and distrust associated with situations of strong competitive pressures on the one hand, and 
insecurity on the other. In general, banks have little knowledge of those clients with modest 
resources and, to the extent possible, they seek to avoid them, or to make a profit from them.  
However, these practices, which are unsuited to the specific needs of these clients (insecurity, 
lack of basic banking knowledge, etc.) in turn leads to inappropriate behaviour on the part of 
these clients.  Accordingly, the level of risk and lower profitability of these clients is therefore 
clearly due more to the provision of unsuitable service than it is to socio-economic 
characteristics. 

Based on this analysis of financial exclusion, it appears that the fight against financial 
exclusion needs to allow for access to banking services, while adjusting these services and the 
way in which they are sold (information, advice, etc.)6 to the specific needs of the clientele 
having an atypical profile.  In other words, there is a need to develop different types of 
proximities between the bank and certain of these currently neglected clients: geographic 
proximity (the location of branches is an indirect means of selection), cultural proximity 
(understand client demand and explain banking mechanisms to these clients) and social 
proximity (take account of the burden of these clients’ economic and social constraints).  
Accordingly, the challenge to be taken up is to reconcile these specific needs with the 
competitive pressure on banking institutions.  The Caisse d’Épargne's activity must be analysed 
through these needs, in order to analyse its role vis-à-vis financial exclusion.  

 
 

B. Caisse d'Épargne branches and financial exclusion 
 
The Caisse d'Épargne (as is the case with all other banking networks, including the Post 

Office) cannot claim to have any responsibility in the development of the financial exclusion 
process.  As is the case with the other networks, it engages in a selection of its clientele and 
charges fees to its clients who are experiencing problems, which sometimes aggravates their 
situation. These practices occur in varying degrees, depending on the regional caisses and even 
the individual branches of the same caisse. However, unlike most of the other bank networks, 
Caisse d'Épargne can claim to engage in these practices less frequently and can be proud of its 
significant role in combating this process, in several ways. 

 
a) The “Livret A” : a basic banking product accessible to everyone 

 
The “Livret A” is a tax-exempt savings passbook whose revenues are used to finance 

investments of general interest, such as subsidised rental housing, and, more recently, 
infrastructures associated with safety, environmental protection and energy savings.  However, it 
is not the use of this savings that makes it one of the products used to combat financial 
exclusion. The explanation for the fact that it plays a role in the exclusion process is its ease of 
access.  This is because its distribution fulfils the criteria of general economic interest services 
according to Article 86- § 2 of the Treaty of Rome: it is open to everyone, without condition as to 
age or finance, with equal treatment, regardless of the situation of account holders; it is 
distributed throughout the country through the network of branches of the Caisse d’Épargne and 
the Post Office.  Accordingly, despite its inconvenient operating characteristics (no banking 
payment methods, no possibility of having access to credit) for many people in an insecure 
financial situation, it is the only banking support.  For example, 6% of the beneficiaries of the 
minima sociaux only have a “Livret A” as a bank account (Daniel et Simon, 2001).  

                                                 
6 According to Articles 1135 and 1147 of the Civil Code, bankers have an obligation to advise and inform. 

 6



This means that through this “Livret”, Caisse d’Épargne serves a clientele with modest 
resources, despite the cost that this represents.  The large number of "small" “livrets” means that 
this product’s management generates little or no profit: 80% of the “livrets” are not profitable and 
the remaining 20% do not offset the cost of managing the unprofitable “livrets”. “Livrets” with less 
than € 1,520 represent 56% of fees, compared to 6% of total commissions.  (Source : Caisse 
d’Épargne). 

 
b) Banking payment methods: products tailored to people in insecure situations 

 
As is the case with certain of its competitors, the Caisse d’Épargne network offers lines 

of products adapted to interdits bancaires and to risky clients (irregular revenues, insufficient 
revenues, and many payment incidents).  In addition to the national withdrawal card, an 
immediate debit systematic authorisation inter-bank payment card (the recently launched 
Electronic Sensea Visa Card) may be available with the deposit account. It makes a client feel 
more secure by enabling him to limit his expenses to the amount available on his account.  
Although it is not really a teaching tool because it only prevents the client from spending more 
than he has, it still provides a commonly used means of payment, the absence of which could be 
perceived as stigmatising, while maintaining a relationship of trust with the bank.  

It also provides a solution to one of the shortcomings of the system of the right to an 
account and to basic banking services, which, in addition to its limited use, only provides two 
types of cheque per month.  As this is currently insufficient, the possible introduction of 
systematic authorisation payment cards in basic banking service is currently being studied.   

 
c) Savings products : the Livret d’Épargne Populaire (LEP)7, a market share that reveals a 

specific role with persons with modest revenues 
 
Although it is not the result of an approach specifically geared to combating financial 

exclusion, the role of the Caisses d’Épargne in managing LEPs is significant given their specific 
role with persons with modest revenues.  While the three major banks (BNP, Société Générale 
and Crédit Lyonnais) in 2003 only represented 8% of the LEP’S market share, Caisse d’Épargne 
is the network with by far and away the largest market share, with 32%, compared to 23% of 
Crédit Agricole, and 22.1% with the Post Office (see graph below).  The LEP, just like the “Livret 
A”, is considered a product whose costs exceed the revenues that it produces.8
 

                                                 
7 Reminder: the LEP is reserved for those people who will pay less than € 684 in tax for 2004. 
8 Sources : CNCE. 
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d) The location of branches and the banking relationship: branches in sensitive urban areas  

 
The analysis of exclusion showed that proximities were an essential component in the 

quality of the banking relationship.  Caisse d’Épargne is a model on this point.  Of the 751 
sensitive urban areas (“ZUS”)9, the Caisse d'Épargne, with roughly 150 branches, is the second 
largest banking network present, after the Post Office.  

Through its presence in these neighbourhoods, Caisse d’Épargne distinguishes itself 
from other banking networks that have preferred to close their branches and chosen not to have 
the inhabitants of these neighbourhoods as their clients.  Clients with modest resources, present 
in large numbers in these neighbourhoods, tend to frequent their banking branches much more 
intensively than the average population.  If we take only those households that receive the 
minima sociaux, 74% go to their branch at least once per month, compared to 63% for the 
general public (Daniel and Simon, 2001, page 112).  This means that these people prefer to 
have contact with the branch that is close to where they live.  In this case the branch’s location 
becomes an indirect element of selection.  

However, in addition to this greater presence in sensitive urban areas, certain regional 
caisses of the Caisse d’Épargne are developing a specific approach in order to ensure that 
these branches are not abandoned, but instead continue to offer a high-quality banking 
relationship to their clientele.  For example, Caisse d'Épargne Rhône-Alpes Lyon (CERAL) has 
made sure that its branches located in sensitive environments are given special attention in 
terms of layout, work organisation, social policy and sales and marketing policy.  The goal is to 
offer the client the same level of service in these branches as in those branches located in well-
                                                 
9 Sensitive urban areas (“ZUS”) are infra-urban territories defined by the authorities to be the priority target 
of the city’s policy, based on local considerations associated with the difficulties experienced by the 
inhabitants of these territories. 
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to-do neighbourhoods.  For example, the staff is competent and have undertaken appropriate 
training (for example, stress management).  Moreover, staff assigned to these branches should 
not see this as a punishment, but rather, as a reward, due to the skills that it allows said staff to 
develop.  The results of these efforts are significant. (Gloukoviezoff, 2003). Working conditions 
have improved considerably.   

 
However interesting and relevant it may be, this experience alone is insufficient for the 

purposes of demonstrating that Caisse d’Épargne combats financial exclusion in a satisfactory 
manner. There are two reasons for this:  

- The experience referred to here is that of CERAL, but what about the other regional 
caisses?  In order to be able to analyse effectively the role of Caisse d’Épargne in combating 
financial exclusion, it will be necessary to have an exhaustive view of existing mechanisms and 
experiences.  This is not currently the case.  The National Federation of Caisses d’Épargne only 
has a partial view of what the network is undertaking with people in insecure situations, because 
this information is not formally reported.  Local practices to help people who only have a “Livret 
A”, the deployment of tailored teaching, and special monitoring of clients are sometimes 
reported, but they deserve to be identified and listed systematically.  In its mission to combat 
financial exclusion, Caisse d’Épargne should therefore begin by correcting the lack of 
information concerning its own practices.  

- The second reason has to do with the limits of action in the case of banking 
branches.  Although CERAL’s efforts are exemplary as regards the operation per se of banking 
branches, and therefore the quality of the relationship, it cannot resolve all of the difficulties 
involved in financial exclusion.  For example, the lack of knowledge of basic banking procedures 
can be partially offset by branch staff, but the latter are unable to devote all of their time to 
teaching.  It is therefore essential for a banking institution such as the Caisse d’Épargne to be 
supported by non-branch teaching efforts.  

 
 

II. What are the existing actions implemented outside banking branches by Caisse 
d’Épargne to satisfy this specific need, and what changes could be made?   

 
Although it is necessary to develop banking products tailored to the needs of persons in 

a situation of insecurity and/or those not having basic banking knowledge, this approach is 
doomed to fail if it is not also based on developing clients’ autonomy.  Some of this work may be 
carried out at the branch. However, it is very often necessary to supplement it with parallel 
teaching efforts for persons having the least knowledge or for those whose financial situations 
are the most complex.  It is impossible for a branch employee to devote the time needed to 
ensure the success of such an approach given that said person is also expected to achieve 
business objectives.  

This section shows how Finances et Pédagogie already plays a part of this banking 
education work and that they may be the changes to be considered by taking advantage of 
existing experiences.  

 
A. Finances et Pédagogie : Training in budget management and banking, so as to prevent 
exclusion 

 
The Association Finances et Pédagogie10 was set up in 1957 by the Caisses d’Épargne. 

Its association form ensures its neutrality in the information and training that it provides the 
public. In the 1980s it became a certified training entity. In 2004, it has 25 regional 

                                                 
10 Much of the information presented below comes from Bryon and Fazekas, 2002. 
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correspondents in the Caisses d’Épargne. Some of the actions of Finances et Pédagogie are 
funded by PELS11.  

Finances et Pédagogie plays an educational and preventive role every day in combating 
financial exclusion. In doing so, it promotes awareness among all publics, especially the most 
insecure, with respect to issues concerning money and budget teaching, and it attempts to 
develop these persons’ basic knowledge of banking.  

In order to successfully implement their prevention mission, it is critical for Finances et 
Pédagogie advisers to contact persons likely to encounter problems.  But how can they get 
these people interested in this subject as the latter are not necessarily aware that they are 
concerned by it?  

These efforts take three forms: 
• information meetings; 
• vocational training sessions; 
• roundtables, fairs and exhibitions, radio broadcasts, etc. 

 On average, over a year, more than 65,000 people (young people and adults) meet and 
more than 2,500 meetings are organised on different subjects. Two working areas are 
monitored.  The first concerns efforts carried out directly with the public, while the second covers 
field efforts.    

The actions that are carried out with the public by Finances et Pédagogie are 
implemented in a partnership with specific entities. This is because, since it is not an entity 
designed to assist individuals with problems, in order for it to be able to reach that target public, 
it must work in co-operation with entities present in the field. For example, information sessions 
are organised in conjunction with educational professionals, social action, and with entities 
dedicated to the integration or re-integration of adults or adolescents in social life. This takes the 
form of workshops in which groups of roughly fifteen people express their problems and their 
questions. Regardless of whether they take place in a class or in a retirement home, discussions 
are open, interactive, unprompted, and above all, practical.  In order to make the training truly 
effective, it is necessary to genuinely involve the audience in the analysis, so as to get them to 
participate more, thereby facilitating understanding. For this reason, theoretical information and 
teaching games are included during the meetings.                           

The second type of intervention targets field participants.  In addition to its efforts carried 
out directly with the public, over the past few years, Finances et Pédagogie has been developing 
a broad line of services for social and educational sector professionals.  By working with a 
variety of participants from private or public enterprises and social entities, Finances et 
Pédagogie enable them to supplement their know-how in the individualised handling of 
situations and improves their knowledge of the banking environment, an area in which they do 
not necessarily have a background.  In addition to the training aspect, Finances et Pédagogie 
has developed, in conjunction with the Social Employment Department of the Northern Region 
(SSTRN) the AGES application, which is a computer tool for budget analysis and monitoring that 
takes account of the entire economic and social situation of the person experiencing problems.  
It offers users a solid support for their teaching efforts, because it makes it possible to organise 
and systematise the analysis, and to involve the person in the solution.  This involvement may 
be an opportunity to gain awareness on the part of the people in question, who are able to see 

                                                 
11 According to Article 6 of the Act of 25 June 1999, each Caisse d’Épargne must allocate a part of its net 
annual profit to financing local economy and social projects (“PELS”). These projects must have a local 
development or town and country planning interest or an environmental protection interest, as well as an 
interest in terms of social or employment development. Some of these projects contribute directly to 
combating financial exclusion (microcredits) or, indirectly, in preventing this exclusion (the training given 
by Finances & Pédagogie). Between 2001 and 2003, the Caisses d’Épargne earmarked roughly € 85 
million to the PELS. 
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their entire budget situation with their own eyes.  
This type of action reinforces the work carried out during direct sessions with the public, 

because it creates and maintains a network, which ensures that the number of supports will 
increase. It is the variety of partners that ensures a heterogeneous public. This makes it possible 
to take account (especially with regard to problems related to overindebtedness) of the variety of 
people’s different socio-economic characteristics, which makes it an effective supplement to the 
group sessions.  

 
However, despite the relevancy of their prevention efforts, Finances et Pédagogie 

advisers face growing social demand: personalised assistance to cope with problems that have 
already been declared.  It is not possible to quantify the extent of this phenomenon given that 
this type of intervention is not explicitly planned for or organised at the national level.  Having 
said that, according to the regions and the advisers, personalised support appears to be 
increasing, although it is coming up against a lack of available time.  The identification of this 
need for personalised budget analysis and monitoring, added to the limits of branches’ capacity, 
has led the National Federation of Caisses d'Épargne to explore new intervention methods that 
could be assigned to Finances et Pédagogie, or to other dedicated entities.  

 
 

B. Budget support: a service tailored to persons coping with financial exclusion  
 
As part of its role to provide guidance in "general interest assignments" and "local and 

social economy projects", the National Federation of Caisses d'Épargne has taken an interest in 
various existing mechanisms that combat financial exclusion effectively.  It has given special 
focus to 2 experiences of mutual benefit institutions:  

- the “Points Passerelle of Crédit Agricole Nord-Est in France (Gloukoviezoff and 
Guérin, 2002) ; 
- “le fond d’entraide des Caisses Desjardins in Québec12.  
Before exploring the differences between these two experiences, we need to describe 

the reasons for their success and what they have in common: budget support. 
Budget support entails intervention with persons coping with banking and financial 

problems (i.e. people already involved in the financial exclusion process), in order to put an end 
to this process and to give these people the means to regain control of their budget.  This entails 
three types of actions, or more accurately, three types of complementary services: 

• Budget monitoring 
The goal of budget monitoring is to help people with problems to resolve their banking 

problems and to enable them to regain control of their budget.  It is critical to point out that the 
person having problems participates voluntarily in budget support.  The absence of constraints 
and the person’s understanding of the strengths of the approach are critical to its success. A 
budget analysis and a report on the relationship with all creditors are prepared so as to attain 
these goals.  The know-how and tools of Finances et Pédagogie13 may be used profitably at this 
stage.  Staff responsible for analysis-monitoring must undergo training enabling them to acquire 
the banking or social skills that they do not have beforehand.    

• Negotiation with the various creditors  
The purpose of these negotiations is to reschedule repayments or reduce or even wipe 

off all debt.  These negotiations may be led by persons in charge of support, or in the most 
complex cases, by an outside person having genuine expertise in this type of process, which is 

                                                 
12 Observations made by the National Federation of Caisses d’Épargne, but not published. 
13 Including the AGES application. 

 11



similar to mediation. For negotiations, the Points Passerelle have a professional and 
independent mediation entity, which is not the case of the Caisses Desjardins entity. 

• Finally, emergency microcredits, or, in certain cases, a restructuring of the debt 
These microcredits may be offered to anyone, including people experiencing 

overindebtedness, if the Bank of France’s Departmental Overindebtedness Commission 
concludes that this is appropriate.  The main interest of these loans is based on their 
combination with budget support.  In this way, teaching efforts can be based on a concrete 
component: repayment of the loan.  

The granting of an emergency credit leads to the entity set up by Caisses Desjardins, 
while in the case of Points Passerelle, the “Caisse Développement Partagée” was developed to 
meet the financial needs identified during budget support.  This explains that in the second case, 
microcredits are used more to reconsolidate debts than to meet a limited but urgent need for 
cash.  

 
These entities target people with financial problems for whom the bank does not provide 

long-term solutions.  As a result, they do not replace banks.  Similarly, they cannot overlap with 
existing entities. If the problems identified are part of the role of another entity already present in 
the field, the person in question must be guided to said entity.  The sole condition for accessing 
these mechanisms is therefore an inability to find another solution.  Examples could include 
clients of Caisses d’Épargne or non-clients, as the services are in principle available to  
individuals in a situation of interdits bancaires, those listed in the Fichier Central des Chèques 
(FCC) [Central Cheque File] and the Fichier des Incidents de Remboursement Crédit aux 
Particuliers (FICP) [the File of Individual Credit Repayment Incidents], and to people who have 
already been examined by the overindebtedness commission.  

The benefit of such a mechanism is to offset the shortcomings of the banking relationship 
in those instances where these clients have an atypical profile.  Special attention must be given 
to geographic, cultural and social proximities, as well as, and above all, to time.  Only a long-
term relationship can lead to the development of autonomy of the people who need it.  Another 
key factor is effective co-operation with the various bank and non-bank participants, so as to 
guide such persons as early as possible and to facilitate the search for solutions.  The operation 
of such a mechanism is shown in diagram form below (Diagram 1). 
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Diagram 1 : Budget support 

Aggravation of the problems encountered by the person 

No recognised 
incident 
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Recognised incident 

Identification of 
a highly 
insecure 

situation at the 
branch by a 

social worker 

Commercial 
collection 

Friendly 
collection 

Contententious 
collection 1 2

Budget support mechanism 

Budget analysis 
The budget support person assesses the 
person’s budget situation, if applicable,  

using the AGES application 

Budget monitoring 
The person having problems 
goes to the entity voluntarily 
and regularly. With the help 

of the budget support 
person, he takes the 

decision needed to keep to 
his budget 

Intervention with creditors 
If necessary, negotiations 

are undertaken by the 
mediator with the various 

creditors to obtain a phasing 
or wiping-off of the debts. 

and/or 

Over time, the person must learn to resolve his own 
problems and regain control over his budget. 

At that point, the person becomes an autonomous 
banking client.  

Identification of a 
need for 

monitoring after 
the filing of an 

overindebtedness 
dossier 

At no point does the entity replace the banking relationship. The branch continues to manage the account 
and its relationship with the client. The efforts made as part of the mechanism are based on and 

supplement the existing banking relationship (a branch-entity relationship is established). 



Another question is the precise role of the banking institution in this mechanism. 
Moreover, this is the main difference between the French entity and the Québec entity.  In the 
first case, the entity is created by the bank, while in the second, it is created in partnership with 
an association responsible for budget analysis and monitoring.  But what are the advantages 
and disadvantages of each option?  

In the first case, the entity may have an association status, as is the case with Points 
Passerelle and Finances et Pédagogie, so as to increase its independence vis-à-vis the bank.  
Similarly, having premises different from those of the network without any advertising for banking 
products ensures neutrality, which promotes the development of trust on the part of the person 
experiencing problems.  The main disadvantage of this form is that it is particularly costly, since 
the bank covers all costs. In exchange, the bank is certain of the quality of the service delivered 
by the association in that it is the bank that defines the procedures at the outset, as well as the 
staff made available from its own network. For example, microcredits that are granted are made 
on the basis of a dossier prepared by banking staff.  This is a particularly reassuring base for an 
institution, even in the case of a microcredit.  However, the means of disseminating information 
may be a limit.  Even though, over time, informal partnerships established with the other field 
participants may attract persons from other banking networks, the main source of guidance is 
the initiating bank’s network. For example, Points Passerelle receive 80% of the clients of Crédit 
Agricole. 

This is the main advantage of a partnership entity: the association that provides the 
budget support has already developed a variety of partnerships and therefore targets a 
heterogeneous banking clientele.  In this way, the neutrality expected by persons experiencing 
problems and the inclusion of the social players in the network are therefore ensured. The 
partnership with the banking institution provides the association an additional source of 
financing, banking expertise that it did not necessarily have (Finances et Pédagogie could offer 
training and the AGES application), and finally, the possibility of using microcredits, if the 
person’s situation so requires.  This is positive for the banking institution, because it does not 
have to finance the entire entity.  In addition, it need not provide staff (or define their status or 
plan for their possible return to the network).  However, there is the difficult issue of co-ordinating 
the two entities. Unlike the first case, where the entity is set up based on a banking analysis, in 
the second case, it is necessary to take account of the bank's needs and those of the 
association, whose history is different and separate from that of the bank.  These problems may 
also be experienced in the bank's network, where employees may be more reticent to co-
operate with an association of which they have little knowledge, to resolve the problems of one 
of their clients.  

The National Federation of Caisses d'Épargne bases its analysis on these briefly 
presented issues, in order to be able to offer action options to the regional caisses.  Having said 
that, it is the latter who must decide in the end, before committing themselves if they so desire, 
especially as each territory is specific and partially determines the choice of the type of entity.   

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Highly diverse and not fully listed, the Caisse d’Épargne’s actions to combat financial 
exclusion would be more effective if they were monitored, quantified and developed, particularly 
within the framework of the Caisse d’Épargne Group’s general banking interest missions.  Faced 
with a complex phenomenon that includes a wide range of situations, the National Federation of 
Caisse d’Épargne’s position is not to attempt to force a standard line of banking services on 
people who had been "excluded from banks" and whose needs are necessarily highly 
heterogeneous, but rather, to define tailor-made solutions, suited to individuals: safeguards 
against the worsening of exclusion situations.   
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Discussions within the National Federation of Caisses d’Épargne stress that the main 
objective in combating this form of exclusion is not simply to reduce poverty (i.e. to increase the 
purchasing power of these clients), but rather, to reduce unequal access in the broad sense of 
the term to the services --in other words, to develop their ability to use banking services (Gadrey, 
1990).  As a result, the public authorities have a role to play, but civil society and the banks 
(especially the mutual benefit banks) must also take action.  

 
 
 

Bibliography 
 

 
BANQUE DE FRANCE, 2002, Surendettement, enquête typologique, Paris, Banque de France. 
 
BRYON M.-V., FAZEKAS C., 2002, « Finances et Pédagogie : Prévenir les difficultés financières » 

in. : GUERIN I., SERVET J.-M. (Dir..), Exclusion et liens financiers. Rapport du Centre 
Walras 2002, Paris : Economica, pp. 233-236. 

 
DANIEL A., SIMON M.-O., 2001, L’utilisation des moyens de paiement et l’accès au crédit des 

bénéficiaires de minima sociaux, Survey report prepared by CREDOC for the Conseil 
National du Crédit et du Titre, Paris. 

 
€OBAROMÈTRE 54.0, 2001, Les €opéens et les services financiers, Report produced by The 

€opean Opinion Research Group EEIG for the Department of Consumer Health and 
Protection, Brussels. 

 
GADREY J., 1990, « Rapports sociaux de service : une autre régulation », Revue économique, 

n°1, pp. 49-70. 
 
GUENEAU C., 2000, « Les besoins des personnes fragiles en matière de service bancaire », 

Revue d’économie financière, n°58, p. 47-56. 
 
GLOUKOVIEZOFF G., 2004, « L’exclusion bancaire et financière des particuliers » in. : 

L’OBSERVATOIRE NATIONAL DE LA PAUVRETE ET DE L’EXCLUSION SOCIALE, Les travaux de 
l’observatoire, Paris : La Documentation Française, pp.167-205. 

 
GLOUKOVIEZOFF G., 2003, L’activité des agences bancaires en environnement sensible, Study 

for the  Caisse d’Epargne Rhône-Alpes Lyon and the National Federation of Caisses 
d’Epargne. 

 
GLOUKOVIEZOFF G., GUERIN I. (dir.), 2002, Recherche-action pour améliorer les relations entre 

les organismes financiers et les personnes en difficultés, Report for the Caisse des 
dépôts et consignations, Centre Walras, Lumiris, 3 tomes. 

 
KEMPSON E., 2001, « L’exclusion bancaire : une comparaison internationale », Rapport Moral 

sur l’Argent dans le Monde en 2001, Paris : Association d’économie financière – Caisse 
des dépôts et consignations, pp.197-206. 

 
 

 15


