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Abstract
This article departs from the dominant orthodoxies in discourses on communication 
and development by introducing, as a major cultural shift, theory-guided strategic 
communication themes in two complementary sectors of Nigeria’s financial industry: 
banking and microfinance. In both sectors, the personal influence model and relationship 
marketing provide the overarching theoretical framework for investigating the immanence 
(or lack thereof) of three key variables in the relationships of those sectors with their primary 
stakeholders, for the primary purpose of entrepreneurial development and poverty reduction. 
Those variables – trust, commitment and satisfaction – are subsumed under ‘relationship 
quality’, an embodiment of culture as an integral part of the impact of microfinance on 
Nigeria’s economy. This article adopts a development strategy that focuses exclusively on 
relationships established and sustained in exchanges between nonpublic organisations (i.e., 
the banking and microfinance industries) and key stakeholders for the primary purpose of 
entrepreneurial development fueled by a cultural economy that ensures the production and 
wide distribution of finished products, not necessarily commodities. Thematic discourses 
that use theories to guide institutional policies and actions are proffered in an attempt to 
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create stronger institutional bonds between banking and microfinance institutions and their 
disparate stakeholders.  

Keywords: banks, entrepreneurial development, microfinance institutions, Nigeria, personal 
influence model, poverty reduction, relationship marketing 

The rise of sub-Saharan Africa’s banking sector has been incredible. ... However, 
despite the reforms and robust economic growth, the banking sector remains 

underinvested and in need of more robust strategies and systems, capital bases, 
lending capabilities and talent infusion. (Davis 2014)

Robust economic growth cannot be achieved without putting in place well-focused 
programmes to reduce poverty through empowering the people by increasing their 

access to factors of production, especially credit. (Central Bank of Nigeria 2005: 5, 
emphasis added)

China–Africa relations have today reached a stage of growth unmatched in history. 
Let’s join hands ... and open a new era of China–Africa winwin cooperation and 

common development. (Xi Jinping, see Xi Announces … 2015)

Introduction

Discourses on communication for national development have been analysed in 
project reports (e.g., O’Sullivan-Ryan and Kaplan 1982; Talero and Gaudette 1996); 
in tomes on the role of the mass media in community and national development for 
more than one-half century (e.g., Lerner 1958; McNelly 1966; Pye 1963a and b; 
Rogers 2003; Schoemaker and Storey 2007; Schramm 1963, 1964; Schramm and 
Lerner 1976; Stevenson 1988); and in panels and research-paper sessions at national 
and international conferences. Most recently, Baú (2015) introduced into the scholarly 
literature an emerging paradigm on theory-guided communication for peacebuilding 
in post-conflict environments. But such discourses and analyses have been limited 
to sectors of national economies and rural communities outside the microfinance 
and retail and commercial banking sectors, the fastest-growing business segments 
in Africa and inarguably its most potent growth engines. Evolving discourses on the 
intersection of, or interrelations between, culture and the economy (e.g., Abolafia 
1998; Botma 2008; Du Gay and Pryke 2002; Law 2002; Narunsky-Laden 2010; 
Pryke and Du Gay 2007) point to an increasing acknowledgment of the degree to 
which culture both underpins and illuminates the effectiveness and limitations of the 
microfinance sector as flag-bearers for poverty-reduction programmes. In essence, 
this article subscribes to an admonition to scholars and practitioners that they ‘try out 
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new ways of thinking about old problems alongside old ways of thinking about new 
problems’ (McFall 2004: 233).   

Nigeria’s banks have healthy brand valuations, that is, ‘the value a company 
would be willing to pay to license its brand as if it did not own it’ (Gent 2014: 39). 
They increased by three per cent between 2013 and 2014 (Wallace 2014). The brand 
value of four of its banks in the world’s top 500 banks – First Bank, Zenith Bank, 
Guaranty Trust Bank and the United Bank for Africa – increased from $593 million 
in 2014 to $903 million in 2015 and more than $1 billion in 2016. The argument here 
is that a commercial sector that contributes to a nation’s economy requires thematic 
discourses that will further strengthen its brands so that they, in turn, sustain other 
sectors of a burgeoning, emerging economy. It must be acknowledged that even 
with the depreciation of the South African rand and the 75 per cent decline in oil 
prices between mid-2014 and the first quarter of 2016, resulting in the contraction 
of Nigeria’s economy, Africa’s banks still have the world’s highest average return 
on capital – at more than 28 per cent, compared to 22 per cent for central and south 
America and more than 16 per cent for each of North America and the Asia-Pacific 
region (Farthing 2015). Such institutional fecundity strengthens the prospects of the 
banking sector as an active player in community and national development.

From historical and theoretical perspectives, those discourses had been informed 
by the health belief model (HBM), the community mobilisation model (CMM), 
participatory integrated model (PIM), social cognitive theory (SCT) and diffusion 
theory. HBM focuses on individuals’ perceptions of their susceptibility to a health 
issue and on how efficacious they think they are in responding effectively to such 
challenges. CMM views development as a ‘social-action process in which individuals 
and groups act to gain mastery over their lives in the context of changing their social 
and political environment’ (Wallerstein and Bernstein 1994: 142). PIM involves 
multilevel stakeholders who contribute to all stages of a process – from the problem 
definition to the validation of the model. SCT, at the interpersonal level, focuses on 
the interaction effects of personal and environmental factors. Diffusion theory guides 
the information-dissemination process – from community awareness to the adoption 
of innovations. The perspective presented in this article goes well beyond those 
theoretical orthodoxies, emphasising personal influence and relationship building, 
both key culture-driven elements that empower the grassroots for entrepreneurship 
and poverty reduction.  

This article attempts to answer two questions: (a) What theory-grounded discourses 
can the banking and microfinance industry in Nigeria adopt to enhance its impact on 
communities by reducing poverty? (b) What are the strategic thematic considerations 
in emerging discourses on communication and development vis-à-vis retail banking 
and microfinance credit? Both questions are relevant to accomplishing at least two of 
the 17 goals – (a) eradicating extreme poverty, and (b) ending hunger and achieving 
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food security and improved nutrition – that member states of the United Nations are 
committed to formulating as elements in their post-2015 development agendas, in 
the aftermath of their adopting those goals and 169 targets during the Sustainable 
Development Summit held on September 25–27, 2015, in New York.  

Significance

This article is important for five reasons. First, its focus on the banking and 
microfinance industry vis-à-vis its entrepreneurial development and poverty-
reduction roles departs from previous institutional foci on the role of social and 
political institutions in community development (e.g., Amienyi 2004; Moemeka 
2004; Okumu 2004; Opata 2013). For example, microfinance banks (MFBs), as an 
organisation in the informal financial sector, are defined as banking institutions that 
cater to low-income earners in a well-defined geographic location within a local 
government or an entire state in the federation. They are not expected to operate 
outside their geographical locations, except those of the police that have been granted 
a special waiver. Thus this article, in departing from the dominant orthodoxies, is not 
hewn to institutions that traditionally have been of immense interest to development 
researchers and field specialists. Rather, it is premised on an acknowledgment of the 
development role of Nigeria’s financial and business sector, which contributes 52 
per cent of the nation’s gross domestic product. In contrast, agriculture contributes 
22 per cent; telecommunications 8.69 per cent; manufacturing 6.83 per cent and 
entertainment 1.42 per cent (Omanufeme and Emejo 2014).

Second, it departs from dominant theoretical orthodoxies that have long informed 
discourses on communication and development. As stated at the outset, dominant 
development theories include the HBM and the PIM. While both (as do several 
others) influence communities positively, it is important to acknowledge their 
limitations particularly in a digital, social media era. PIM, which frames this analysis, 
is premised on the notion that individuals can affect the outcomes of interpersonal 
communication, hence the model has been viewed as an individual influence model 
(Toth 2000) found largely in the high-context cultures of Africa (see Pratt 2009) 
and Asia (see Huang 2000). Relationship marketing emphasises the building of 
relationships and sustaining of communication through, for example, social media 
networks between organisations and stakeholders.    

 Third, because the microfinance and banking sectors are largely commercial 
and therefore hewn to the business model, it is expected that they will demonstrate 
additional social responsibilities that traditionally fall outside the bailiwick of social 
and political institutions. Those sectors, on the one hand, while watching their profit 
margins closely, are developing programmes that are at once self-serving while 
responding directly to community interests. 
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 Fourth, these sectors, which are part of the knowledge-based industry, is 
consistent with evolving economic models on the continent, where development 
programmes are moving away from an agrarian mind-set to one that undergirds 
financial and information technology. As part of Rwanda’s modernisation drive, 
for example, its government demolished tens of thousands of grass-thatched roofs, 
offered free vasectomies to rein in population growth, embarked on a circumcision 
drive to stem HIV infections, and banned plastic bags to reduce environmental 
pollution. The goal is to transform the country into a financial and information-
technology hub that attracts foreign investment and retailers, resulting in an average 
of nearly eight per cent growth in the economy over the past four years (Kulish 
2014). 

Finally, its focus on Nigeria is significant for three reasons: Nigeria accounts 
for seven of the 25 largest banks in Africa (Alexander 2015); it has the continent’s 
largest consumer market, attributed to it being Africa’s most populous nation; and 
it is the world’s 26th-largest economy and Africa’s largest, with a gross domestic 
product (GDP) of $594 billion.  

Theoretical framework: relationship marketing

Relationship marketing seeks to establish and maintain relationships with stakeholders 
so that the goals and objectives of interacting parties are mutually satisfied. Grönroos 
(1994) distinguishes transaction marketing from relationship marketing, noting that 
in the former there are minimal or no customer contacts outside the product; it is 
the technical quality of the product or what the customer derives from it that is the 
dominant criterion in transaction marketing. In relationship marketing, however, ‘[t]
he customer interface is broader, and the firm has opportunities to provide its customers 
with added value of various types (technological, information, knowledge, social, 
etc.) (Grönroos 1994: 12). Such ‘added value’ (Grönroos 1994) is consistent with 
Buchanan and Gillies’ (1990) value-managed relationships which are collaborative, 
communicative partnerships between a firm and its suppliers.

A review of 72 definitions of relationship marketing, published from 1982 through 
2010, concluded that key elements in the definition include the following: acquisition, 
retention, enhanced profitability, long-term orientation, and a win-win situation 
for an organisation’s stakeholders (Agariya and Singh 2011). Thus, it requires 
relationship satisfaction, trust and commitment. Studies have indicated that it helps 
develop long-term customer relationships and exchanges, while creating customer 
satisfaction and trust (Barroso-Méndez, Galera-Casquet and Valero-Amaro 2014; 
Chen and Chen 2014; Evans and Laskin 1994; Grönroos 1999; Morgan and Hunt 
1994); and positively affects customer loyalty (Narteh, Agbemabiese and Kodua et 
al. 2013). It includes social and personal networking and relationships with other 
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marketing services (Gummesson 1994, 1997). Its emphasis on customer retention 
and satisfaction, rather than on sales transactions, sets it apart from other forms of 
marketing in that it recognises the long-term value of customer relationships and 
extends communication beyond intrusive promotional and transactional messages. It 
enables a company make more truthful, richer contact by providing a more holistic, 
personalised purchase, and uses the experience to create stronger ties. Relationship 
marketing plays a more formidable role in a competitive environment, which allows 
it to enrich customer value. With relationship marketing the focus is on customers, 
relationships and interactions over time, rather than on markets and products. It 
contrasts with cross-functional marketing, which is organised around processes that 
involve all aspects of the organisation.

Survey results and discussion

A purposive sample of stakeholders responded to a five-page, 28-item questionnaire 
on their perceptions of the reputation, community and national development activities 
of Nigeria’s banking and microfinance sectors. The stakeholders included customers 
and investors, regulators, manufacturers, and national and transnational corporations 
and companies – a critical mass of individuals and groups to whom are directed the 
services provided by these two financial sectors. 

The drop-off/pick-up method was used to administer the survey to 150 prospective 
respondents, in each of the two types of financial institutions, during 2013 and 2014. 
The survey focused on the three key variables of relationship marketing: trust, 
commitment and satisfaction. Trust is the willingness to hew one’s decision making to 
exchanges that emanate from a relationship in which one has confidence (Moorman, 
Zaltman and Deshpande 1992), while commitment is an enduring, perpetuating 
desire to maintain a valued relationship (ibid.). Satisfaction is a subjective emotional 
state that ‘may vary in favorability, depending on the individual and the evaluation 
made, from positive (i.e., satisfaction) to negative (i.e., dissatisfaction)’ (Westbrook 
1981: 70).  

Retail and commercial banks  

One hundred and fifty copies of the questionnaire were administered and 109 were 
returned, for a 73 per cent response rate. Respondents were asked to rate how 
much they trusted the banks’ community and national development activities, how 
they perceived the institutions’ commitment to development, and how satisfied 
they were with the banks’ community development programmes. Responses were 
measured on a five-point Likert-type scale: ‘1’ indicated ‘not at all trusted’/‘not 
at all committed’/‘not at all satisfied’ and ‘5’ ‘extremely trusted’/‘extremely 
committed’/‘extremely satisfied’. Mean scores: 3.2 for trust, 3.6 for commitment 



715

‘Communicating development’ – a cultural shift

and 2.7 for satisfaction. The implications of these results for development projects 
are twofold: first, the banks’ national development activities earned a tepid appraisal 
from the stakeholders, with the lowest mean score being for stakeholder satisfaction. 
The findings are generally consistent with those of a continent-wide survey that 
reported ‘customer care factors ... as being among the most important indicators for 
many respondents, leading almost half (43 per cent) to say that they would change 
their banks as a result of poor service quality’ (KPMG 2013: 4).  

Consequently, it is advisable that Nigeria’s communication practitioners encourage 
better stakeholder–organisational relationships as a precursor to cultivating a more 
favourable perception of the industry’s development role in the nation’s economy.

Second, as a consequence of the preceding outcome, the growth and development 
of the industry can translate into growth and development of the national economy. 
An increase in the industry’s contribution to the GDP translates into its contribution 
to the Nigerian economy and, thereby, to the country’s ‘Vision 20: 2020’, by which 
the Nigerian government seeks to make the country one of the world’s top economies 
by 2020. 

But open-ended responses to questions on the banks’ reputation were precarious, 
perhaps because commercial banking is in an arena in which competition and 
public perception of the operators were generally unfavourable. Recently, Nigeria’s 
commercial and merchant banks were restructured, reducing their number from 98 
to the current 22. These commercial banks were described by their stakeholders 
as ‘exploitative’, ‘arrogant’, ‘lazy’, ‘exorbitant’, ‘elitist’ and ‘unhelpful’. Their 
operations were also described as complex, focusing on mortgages, large-scale 
agriculture, big businesses, multinational corporations and risk-free investments. 
Even though the Sanusi Lamido Sanusi-led Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN), between 
2009 and 2014, attempted to make the banks serve the low-income sector of the 
economy, the expectations that MFBs will serve the needs of poor artisans and 
microbusiness owners have been undermined by the banks’ operating well above 
the levels of low-income earners. In fact, MFBs position themselves as formal or 
conventional commercial banks; the CBN had warned them against removing the 
label ‘microfinance’ from their official names. Also, CBN directed that the font type 
and size used in writing their names be the same as those used to write ‘microfinance’ 
on their names. With this practice of positioning themselves as conventional 
commercial banks, it is not surprising, then, that they are not focused on responding 
effectively to the needs of their customers, resulting in negative perceptions amongst 
their stakeholders and their government regulator, the CBN. 

Microfinance institutions

Out of the 150 administered copies of the questionnaire, 117 were completed, for a 
78 per cent response rate. The respondents were also asked to rate trust, commitment 
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and satisfaction on a scale of one to five: ‘1’ was the lowest (‘Not at all’) and ‘5’ 
(‘Extremely’) the highest. Mean scores: 3.7 for trust, 3.6 for commitment and 3.8 
for satisfaction. These results indicate favourable perceptions of the three attributes 
related to microfinance institutions’ (MFIs) activities vis-à-vis development.

The microfinance survey sought answers to questions on the communication 
strategies adopted by the banks, such as town-hall meetings, channels of 
communication, the existence of a public relations unit, communication personnel, 
their relationship with customers, and customer/respondent satisfaction. Sixty-nine 
per cent of respondents asserted that microfinance banks did not have oversight for 
their communication needs. The channel adopted to communicate with the banks’ 
various interest groups was primarily face to face, as indicated by 86 per cent of 
the respondents. Forty-nine per cent of respondents said that town-hall meetings 
were used to interact with stakeholders, while 51 per cent agreed that most of the 
suggestions made at such meetings were adopted and implemented by the MFBs.

Structural challenges

One structural response to the need for relationship marketing is the setting up of full-
function, in-house strategic communication departments, labeled variously as public 
relations, marketing communications and corporate communication. But a study by 
Ogedengbe (2012) found that fewer than 60 per cent of the companies surveyed 
had a public relations or communication department. Some organisations with that 
function used a peripheral structural setup for it, placing it under an ‘administration 
department’ or ‘legal department’.

Most MFBs without strategic communication units also did not engage external 
agencies or firms to manage their relationship marketing programmes, regardless 
of how they were structured. They therefore could not relate to or engage with their 
customers, thereby undermining their national development impact. The MFBs 
could have earned better ratings if only they had fulfilled the service delivery 
mandate that was intended to positively influence society’s interests. Instead, 
retail and commercial banks were described as cheats and manipulators whenever 
the issue of benefits was discussed. The MFBs viewed their customers as a risky 
investment, and not to be trusted with funds. Obviously, the goal of MFBs is to seek 
out small savers; small-scale entrepreneurs and rural, unbanked populations. It is 
in response to those challenges that the banks and microfinance operators should 
deploy strategic communication to sustain a better reputation through performance. 
As stated in a preceding section, MFBs, however, do not have formal public relations 
operations, primarily because the management of most organisations views them as 
dispensable. It is unclear whether they use public relations consultants as retainers to 
help management make the occasional media appearance.
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Communication professionals in the banking and microfinance industry, as 
members of the Association of Corporate Affairs Managers of Banks (ACAMB), 
regularly exchange ideas with experts in the field, both domestically and 
internationally. But the ACAMB does not have any members from MFBs, which 
again raises questions about the far-flung, sustained role that those institutions can 
play on the national development scene. At its September 2009 retreat in Abeokuta, 
Ogun state, only two representatives from one microfinance institution, Associated 
Investment Microfinance Bank Limited, participated.  

Development programmes and challenges

Comments on respondents’ perceptions of the retail and commercial banks indicated 
‘hostility’, ‘prejudice’, ‘apathy’ and ‘ignorance’, all of which can be addressed 
through strategic communication programmes. Such negative perceptions are also 
apparent among Nigeria’s government regulatory officials. In this regard, the banks, 
through community-focused programmes, and the CBN (a federal regulatory agency) 
attempt to address the industry’s sometimes questionable reputation head-on.  

Retail and commercial banks

Banks are major players in national development, acting well beyond their universal 
financial role of providing credit and sustaining investors. Zenith Bank, for example, 
has a record of offering awards for excellence in community action: ThisDay award 
for the ‘Most Socially Responsible Corporate Organization’ in Nigeria, The African 
Banker award for the ‘Most Corporate Socially Responsible Bank in Africa’ and 
the University of Lagos award for ‘a great supporter of educational development’ 
(Zenith Bank n.d.).

Union Bank of Nigeria PLC engages in several community-based activities that 
demonstrate its philosophy of contributing to the wellbeing of Nigerian society. Its 
initiatives relate to healthcare, infrastructure, education and sports (Corporate Social 
Responsibility, n.d.). The bank has, for example, offered aid to victims of Nigeria’s 
ethnoreligious conflicts and the Gombe petrol tanker disaster. The bank also 
demonstrates its interest in education by providing information and communication 
technology (ICT) infrastructure to tertiary institutions. In addition, it continues to 
provide resources to educational institutions: for example, it donated a 16-seater bus 
to the Federal Polytechnic Nekede, and dug boreholes from which its students could 
draw clean drinking water. To celebrate the bank’s 70th anniversary, it endowed three 
professorial chairs in banking and finance, agriculture and computer technology at 
the federal universities in Akure, Owerri and Minna. These universities also received 
financial awards from the bank to enhance their curricula in the aforementioned 
domains. 
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Microfinance banks

The introduction of Nigeria’s microfinance policy and framework on 5 December 
2005 provided an institutional umbrella for all informal financial institutions (which 
serve 65 per cent of the Nigerian population, under the supervision of CBN). That 
policy also transformed community banks (which now have to meet new capital 
requirements) into microfinance banks, which are expected to promote self-reliance 
and offer financial services to a large segment of the Nigerian population; without 
such services, 65 per cent of Nigerians would have no access to financial services 
(Central Bank of Nigeria 2005). A solution to that financial exclusion is provided by 
the cultural economy of esusu, a microfinance programme steeped in West African 
traditional practices, which helps alleviate poverty by offering revolving, interest-
free loans particularly to market women in rural and urban areas (Nwigwe, Omonona 
and Okoruwa 2012).

The importance of microfinance to entrepreneurial development encouraged 
the CBN to adopt it as its main strategy for financing entrepreneurial development 
in Nigeria. Even so, obtaining finance is still one of the major obstacles to 
entrepreneurial development and poverty reduction in that country. While 
government and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have been implementing 
a number of programmes and policies to encourage entrepreneurship in the country, 
it still exhibits (56 years post-independence) cultural hallmarks of poverty: 75 per 
cent live in endemic poverty (Agba, Ocheni and Nkpoyen 2014); 13.3 per cent are 
unemployed, while19.3 per cent are underemployed (National Bureau of Statistics 
2016); 36.3 per cent of the population participated formally in financial markets in 
2010 – up from 35 per cent in 2005 (Nwigwe et al. 2012).

The subjects of microfinance and entrepreneurial development have attracted 
several organisations and initiatives (sometimes under the umbrella of CSI 
programmes, schemes and policies). The Kano-based Women Development Initiative 
(WDI) is one such non-governmental initiative. Its loan portfolio of $75,000 
before the WDI’s establishment of a microfinance bank subsidiary – the Women 
Development Microfinance Bank – has now increased to $500,000 (Mohammed 
2009). Some NGO personnel, as members of the WDI, have been trained by the 
United Nations Development Programme, the African Development Foundation and 
CBN.  

The World Bank Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) Project, 
which is a pilot project of the federal government of Nigeria and the World Bank, 
is geared towards improving commercial microfinance in Nigeria and promoting 
entrepreneurial development. The project has been framed by the notion that 
sustainable development is enabled when Africans ‘channel their entrepreneurial 
impulse for development into sustainable and long-term solutions’ (Djité 2008: 
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18). The project has supported seven registered financial institutions. By 30 June 
2009, these institutions had more than one million savings account holders, 100 000 
borrowers and a weighted average portfolio at risk at 30 days of 2.5 per cent (Ile 
2009). These institutions, collectively, had a total loan portfolio of about $38 million 
and $47 million in deposits. Under the Business Development Services (BDS) 
component of the project, about 10 000 MSMEs had received various training from 
BDS grantees (ibid.). 

Not overlooking the diverse challenges that affect microfinance operations, the 
various banking reforms introduced by the CBN – especially the establishment 
of the Entrepreneurship Development Center (EDC) in Kano, Lagos, Onitsha 
and Calabar – are a welcome development as their implementation supports the 
microfinance institutions’ operations nationwide and contributes meaningfully to 
grassroots development. Between 2008 and 2013, three of the centers had trained 41 
828 people, counseled 94 259 entrepreneurs and created 13 124 jobs. Furthermore, 
1 743 trainees were linked to financial institutions from which they obtained loans 
amounting to $1.5 million to start or expand their businesses (CBN flags… 2013). 
This first phase of the CBN-EDC initiative ended in April 2013, following a five-
year operation.

Respondents to the 2013–2014 survey identified some of the challenges facing 
the banking and microfinance sectors in Nigeria.  Those challenges included 
poor financial knowledge by most customers (cognitive), inadequate capital 
for infrastructure (infrastructural), human capital development (behavioural), 
asymmetrical communication (relationships), sloppy work attitude (attitudinal), 
mistrust by customers (values), and inability to deliver on excellent services and 
dynamic relevant products (consumer relations). Other constraints include delays 
in responding to inquiries by the public, arrogance by management and employees, 
expenditures that are difficult for management to justify, the absence of evaluation 
and feedback and the inability to cultivate enduring relationships. All such challenges 
have major implications for the development role of the industry.

Five themes in discourses on development  
and poverty reduction 

This article proffers five thematic discourses on strategic communication for 
entrepreneurial development and poverty reduction in Nigeria in particular, and 
sub-Saharan Africa in general. Given Nigeria’s growing influence in the world, it 
behooves development specialists to begin conceiving and introducing themes as 
major components of their development discourses.
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Theoretical relevance (personal influence model  
and relationship marketing)

For Nigeria’s commercial and microfinance banks to reach their professional 
potential, it is important that they be cognisant of the theoretical benefits of the 
two theories that guide this analysis: the personal influence model and relationship 
marketing. The challenges of communication in the industry must be addressed, 
particularly the issue of inadequate funding, which will enable communication 
practitioners to address growing challenges in the industry. Both those theories have 
enormous potential to bridge gaps in awareness between industry and  stakeholders, 
and help them ‘save face’ (i.e., garner favourable public perception). The PIM, for 
example, because of its palpable congruence with Africa’s high-context culture of 
ubuntu (which emphasises the primordial importance of participation, collective 
solidarity and grassroots social networks as business and economic networks), has 
the potential to contribute to entrepreneurial development. This, fueled by a cultural 
economy that ensures the production and wide distribution of finished products, not 
necessarily commodities, to reduce poverty on the continent. The cultural virtues 
of ubuntu (e.g., communalism and interdependence) and its prevalence in African 
societies, Kamwangamalu (1999) argues, are crucial in promoting ubuntu at the 
social and  grassroots levels (to neighbours) and in disseminating the values of 
the business sector: transferring economic practices (read: cultural economy) and 
diffusing them in the business and management sectors. 

In-house communication programmes  

The microfinance banking sector must, as a matter of urgency, employ strategic 
communication programmes in its operations. This will enable the sector to make 
use of much-needed relationship marketing to enhance its operations. This option 
aligns with a dire need to create and train a professional cadre of microfinance 
operators (The capacity challenges… 2008) and of bank managers, all of whom 
are hewn professionally to the development requirements of poverty reduction and 
of community growth.  That option calls for closing the skills gap, particularly in 
the microfinance industry, thus enhancing its proficiency.  In December 2008, for 
example, CBN approved a certification programme, which, in collaboration with 
the Chartered Institute of Bankers of Nigeria, is building a critical mass of skilled 
personnel to ensure the accomplishment of MFI policy on poverty reduction.  
Similarly, WDI organises training programmes for personnel within and outside 
Women Development Microfinance Bank.  Such programmes improved significantly 
the communicative competence of microfinance officials, several of whom reported 
to two of the authors of this article that they were better able to communicate changes 
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in institutional operations and to present those messages appropriately through digital 
and social media to their audiences in specific settings. 

 Strategic communication in the financial industry will promote either the 
corporate or product brand. Communications about the corporate brand in most 
cases are linked to those of the product brand.  Because organizations in the industry 
sell the same product, there is little wiggle room for using strategic communication 
for brand valuation.   

And because MFBs operate in a tight financial sector, they cannot afford the 
flamboyance common among commercial banks. Their products target poor artisans, 
small-scale businesses, and rural entrepreneurs, while competing with commercial 
banking services.  Yet most do not have the services of a full-service strategic 
communication operation that can take full advantage of the benefits of relationship 
marketing that can help MFBs engender the support of customers toward meeting 
corporate goals and objectives.

Poverty-reduction programmes

The industry needs to do more to reduce poverty and economic deprivation. Granted, 
efforts in that regard are contingent on funding sources, from which it is increasingly 
competitive to secure grants.  In mid-October 2008, the Asaba branch of CBN 
hosted a finance officers conference whose theme, ‘Global Food Crisis and National 
Food Security: Strategic Options for Nigeria’, underscored the importance of food 
security to the nation’s well-being (Asaba hosts… 2008).  The plan called for training 
youths in various aspects of farming and for encouraging state governments to sign 
memoranda of understanding to offer credit and boost agricultural production. 

Enhanced access to internal and external development funds

This is a twofold thematic strategy.  First, the importance of awareness of available 
credit resources, which were the focus of organizations such as the Credit Awareness 
Nigeria (Credit Awareness Nigeria… 2008) and the African Rural and Agricultural 
Credit Association, which provides financial services for rural development.  
Second, the importance of an increased access to banking services for the 90 million 
Nigerians unserved by conventional or formal financial institutions (The capacity 
challenges… 2008). It is also important that the sector adopt appropriate strategies to 
attract more investors, including women, to participate in entrepreneurial activities, 
thereby encouraging women’s self-reliance and the financial sustainability of their 
projects (Abdulkadir, Umar and Garba et al. 2012). To ensure access to development 
funds from this sector, the CBN has established a Micro Finance Sector Development 
Fund that ‘shall provide necessary support for the development of the sub-sector 
in terms of refinancing facility, capacity building, and other promotional activities’ 
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(Central Bank of Nigeria 2005: 20). The fund will rely on monies from contributions 
made by the various state governments as well as multi- and bilateral development 
institutions.

China, Africa’s largest trading partner and investor and a major external source 
of credit for Africa’s small and large businesses, has, through its China–Africa 
Development Fund (a brainchild of China Development Bank) launched 200 
‘Happy Life’ projects that focus on women and children. A goal of the project is to 
cancel outstanding debts incurred by the least developed countries on the continent. 
One action arising from the Forum on China–Africa Cooperation in Sandton, 
Johannesburg, in December 2015, was the allocation of US$3.2 billion for 80 projects 
in 35 African countries. China is responding to its longstanding commitment to the 
continent by offering zero-interest loans – an evolving thematic discourse on the 
continent.

Policymaking and institutional regulation

One of the key issues bedevilling the industry is the extent to which policies affect 
institutional practices. In 2005, CBN formulated a policy on the microfinance arm 
of the industry, with the following aims: (a) making financial services accessible 
to a large segment of the population; (b) promoting the integration of the informal 
sector into the national financial system; (c) enhancing delivery of microfinance 
products to entrepreneurs; (d) contributing to rural transformation; and (e) promoting 
programmes between universal and development banks and microfinance banks 
(Central Bank of Nigeria 2005). 

 Policy tends to have major effects on the operations of financial institutions. 
In 2013, CBN increased the cash reserve ratio of banks on public sector funds from 
25 to 50 to 75 per cent, leading to increases in banks’ cost of funds and interest 
on loans to the public. Banks also reduced their operational budgets and staffers, 
and gutted departments that did not contribute directly to their financial wellbeing. 
Communication departments were oftentimes a casualty, resulting in their reduced, 
ephemeral participation in development projects, even as the banks’ management 
committed publicly to accomplishing social responsibility goals and ensuring rural 
transformation.  

Conclusion

The dominant orthodoxies on the links between communication and development 
have been presented as a backdrop for the cultural shift in emerging discourses on 
entrepreneurial development and poverty reduction in an organisational setting 
that is primarily commercial, namely the banking and microfinance sectors. In 
illuminating that perspective, this article has demonstrated the importance of the 
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personal influence model and of relationship marketing in engendering ‘relationship 
quality’: trust, commitment and satisfaction. Five themes – the PIM and relationship 
marketing, in-house communication programmes, poverty-reduction programmes, 
development funds and institutional regulation – have been presented as discourses 
on communication and development. Those themes are also relevant to sub-Saharan 
Africa, where a knowledge-based economy and ICTs are developing communication 
networks and enhancing extant relationships between the financial industry and its 
stakeholders.  

The second question addressed in this article was: What are the strategic thematic 
considerations in emerging discourses on communication and development vis-
à-vis retail banking and microfinance credit? The answer points to new themes 
in discourses on communication and development. The orthodox trajectory that 
views social and public institutions as stand-alone harbingers and purveyors of 
national development (particularly in emerging economies) is passé. Henceforward, 
discourses must place front and center the private sector, which, so far, has been 
treated only as an afterthought in development circles. In essence, the authors of 
this article aver that there is an evolving cultural shift – one that views the private 
sector as a major partner in development and government’s role as increasingly that 
of a regulatory agency. In 2005, CBN, for example, announced major regulations 
that sought to bring transparency and professionalism to the banking and financial 
industry’s activities and programmes. Governments, both state and federal, must 
enact policies that monitor such a critical component of a nation’s interest and rein in 
practices which are inimical (or potentially inimical) to that interest. Such regulatory 
oversight – an enduring element in discourses on communication and development – 
is therefore critical in ensuring that the private sector is as much a partner in national 
development as the orthodox sectors of emerging economies.    
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