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The Good Data Initiative (GDI) is an independent, student-run think 
tank for intergenerational and interdisciplinary debate on the data 
economy. We conduct research around some of the most pressing 
issues resulting from the data and artificial intelligence revolution, 
as well as advise & host events on the impact of the data economy 
on humans, organisations, and society.  

GDI was founded in early 2020 by students at the University of 
Cambridge. We rapidly evolved in response to the struggles we 
saw bright, motivated students going through as they searched 
for meaningful opportunities during the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
internships were cancelled, job markets tightened, and organisations 
shifted to remote work, we realised there were limited alternatives 
for ambitious & curious young minds to gain meaningful early 
professional experience, much less upskill themselves as thought 
leaders & change makers shaping the future of the data economy.

GDI analysts thus engage in high-quality, nonpartisan research 
such as this GDI Review to inform industry leaders and policy makers 
about issues we believe are of crucial importance in the near future. 
Research for these GDI Reviews is conducted alongside our members' 
University studies and/or work for the purpose of developing & 
sharing the resulting expertise. We strive for completeness and 
accuracy in our work; any omissions or errors — human or machine 
— are unintentional and seen as opportunities to learn.

Further information about GDI and copies of GDI’s published reports 
can be found at www.gooddatainitiative.com. Comments and/or 
inquiries are welcome at hi@gooddatainitiative.com.

01

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA:
AT A CROSSROADS

ÂRIEL DE FAUCONBERG
ARTHUR BESSIS 

BERNHARD GAPP
HENRY GOBLE

NNAEMEKA OBODOEKWE

APRIL 2021

© 2021 Good Data Initiative



TABLE OF CONTENTS

4 5

GDI REVIEW

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA: AT A CROSSROADS 6

GLOSSARY 8

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 9

MAP OF AFRICA 10

LIST OF COUNTRIES BY REGION 11

INTRODUCTION 13

SECTION 1: THE FINTECH LANDSCAPE

EXISTING INVESTMENTS & BUSINESS MODELS 14

SECTION 2: TRENDS AND OPPORTUNITIES

OVERVIEW 16
STAKEHOLDERS: CUSTOMER JOURNEYS 23
CUSTOMER JOURNEYS: MAPPING PAIN POINTS 36
STAKEHOLDERS: DIGITAL PAYEMENTS LANDSCAPE 38
REGULATORY LANDSCAPE 50
CORE CHALLENGES AHEAD 57

SECTION 3: SHAPING THE FUTURE

SCENARIOS: AT A CROSSROADS 60
STAKEHOLDER RECOMMENDATIONS 62
        REGULATORS 63
        GOVERNMENT 64
        INNOVATORS 68
        INVESTORS 72

SUMMARY & CONCLUSION 75

APPENDIX A. TECHNICAL NOTES 77

BIBLIOGRAPHY 78

TABLE OF CONTENTS



  

GDI Review | 01 GDI Review | 016 7

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The European Commission describes digital finance as the, "impact of new technologies on the 
financial servies industry... [resulting in] a variety of products, applications, processes and business 
models that have transformed the traditional way of providing banking and financial services" 
(European Commission, 2021). This transformation is profound, perhaps no more so than in areas 
where traditional banking infrastructure has historically remained under-developed, including Sub-
Saharan Africa.

Many individuals and small businesses in emerging economies still do not participate in formal 
financial systems, even in 2021. A historical lack of traditional banking infrastructure has limited 
engagement in these economies to the use of cash; a lack of investments and other wealth creation 
mechanisms; and (often unavoidable) engagement with predatory lending networks. However, 
significant changes have occurred since the World Bank identified there as being approx. 350 
million unbanked adults in Sub-Saharan Africa (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2015). Through innovations 
in financial technologies — especially mobile money services — growth has gone digital, offering 
unparalleled opportunities to connect people and organizations without the need for traditional 
banking infrastructure. Critical services can now be offered at a distance and with tools as simple as 
an Android-equipped mobile phone.

In this GDI Review, we take a comprehensive approach to analysing the current state of the digital 
finance landscape across Africa. Understanding where we are in 2021 empowers us to evaluate 
whether digital finance is likely to function as a further catalyst for a better economic future across the 
continent, beyond providing financial services to the unbanked — and if so, how this transformation 
might take place.

The analyses presented in this report focus first on evaluating the present state of digital finance in 
Africa, incorporating an ecosystem map drawn from multiple databases to identify the geographical 
and industry distribution of current and emerging fintech players as well as key trends (for more 
information on the methodologies used, see Appendix A). We then analysed the fundamental 
and ongoing trends determining the environment in which African digital finance will take place, 
identifying both critical near- and longer-term factors that will shape the landscape in the years to 
come. These results are clustered in four main groups of findings, shared on the opposite page (p. 7). 

We believe that the recommendations identified in this report can help local industry leaders, policy 
makers, and entrepreneurs to leverage the strengths of digital finance as a catalyst for a better so-
cial and economic future across the African continent, while still remaining aware of its limitations as 
a tool. Capturing these opportunities will require focused and coordinated efforts by regulatory lead-
ers, government, innovators, and investors alike. Yet, if executed with responsible stewardship, the 
strengths of digital finance have the possibility of creating a more fair, just, and bountiful future for all.

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA: AT A CROSSROADS
FUNDING DISTRIBUTION

Distribution of the total $1.1B USD in VC funding across Africa is highly stratified, with 70% concentrated 
on payment solutions alone. While serving an immediate need across the continent, this concentration 
of financing neglects building up the financing ($68M USD in funding, or approx. 6% of the overall 
landscape) and investment services ($35M USD funding, or 3% of the overall landscape) necessary 
to strengthen the African digital financial ecosystem in the years to come.

UNADDRESSED PAIN POINTS
Despite the high concentration of funding in the payment solutions space, our analysis identified 
multiple existing unsatisfactorily addressed pain points within customer journeys across the 
continent. Such gaps suggest high untapped potential for the emergence of new ventures meeting 
these needs in the coming years — dependent, of course, on conditions across the overall landscape.

UNCOORDINATED REGULATORY LANDSCAPE
A significant historical barrier limiting the development of products and services in Africa's digital finance 
space has been the tendency of individual countries to either over- or under-regulate. Given both  
a) the novelty of many of these emerging products and services, as well as b) the difficulties 
governments in both the developed and developing world face in classifying them within existing 
financial services or technology sectors, we find that there needs to be greater ongoing dialogue  
between stakeholders. Specifically, innovators and regulators must reach a balance allowing 
innovation within the digital finance sector alongside the protection of these same users, as well as 
greater coordination across countries and regions within the African continent. Several country-level 
case studies are presented in this Review (e.g., under-regulation in Kenya, overregulation in Nigeria, 
and a ‘goldilocks’ case study found in Ghana).

CRITICAL FURTHER ROADBLOCKS TO GROWTH
Access to talent, funding, and hard infrastructure are three primary roadblocks identified as limiting 
growth in the digital finance landscape within Africa. We found that talen has become highly 
concentrated primarily in South Africa (greatest pool) with smaller, yet viable, emerging talent 
pools in Kenya, Nigeria, and Egypt. Funding access, too, currently remains concentrated in viable 
ecosystems though remains below the global average. New ventures in other African markets also 
continue to face difficulties in accessing equity financing due to higher risk profile. 

Finally, access to reliable hard infrastructure remains a significant hurdle. Stable internet connections, 
electricity, and (for more remote or disadvantaged users) access to basic mobile phones remain 
barriers that must be overcome for the digital finance sector to flourish across Africa. Yet, these same 
hurdles presently remain restrictive due to the financial cost and regulatory complexity of internet 
infrastructure coupled with cross-border interoperability.

KEY THEMATIC FINDINGS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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African Development Bank Group, also referred to as the Banque Africaine de 
Développement (BAD)
African Digital Financial Inclusion Facility 
Banking Verification Numbers (Nigeria)
When large numbers of educated and highly skilled individiuals leave their 
country of origin to live and work in another country where opportunities, 
pay, and conditions are better
"The impact of new technologies on the financial servies industry... [resulting in] 
a variety of products, applications, processes and business models that have 
transformed the traditional way of providing banking and financial services" 
(European Commission, 2021)
Digital Financial Services
West African Economic Community
European Investment Bank
Financial technology
The 'GSM Association,' an industry organisation representing the interests of 
mobile network operators worldwide
High Net Worth Individuals
International Monetary Fund
"Know your customer' refers to a set of financial services guidelines requiring 
providers to identify and verify their client's identity when opening an account 
as well as periodically over time for the purpose of preventing and identifying 
money laundering, terrorism financing, and other illegal corruption schemes 
(Thales Group, 2021)
More Economically Developed Countries
A type of banking service provided to unemployed or low-income individuals 
or groups who otherwise would have no other access to financial services.
Also referred to as microcredit (Investopedia, 2021a)
Mezzanine financing is a hybrid of debt and equity financing that gives the 
lender the right to convert to an equity interest in the company in case of 
default, generally, after venture capital companies and other senior lenders 
are paid (Investopedia, 2021b)
Refers to lending practices that typically involve imposing unfair and abusive 
loan terms on borrowers (FDIC, 2006).
The UN's 17 Sustainable Development Goals (https://sdgs.un.org/goals)
Small- and medium-sized enterprises 
Small-, medium-, and micro-sized enterprises
Telecommunications companies
Ultra-high Net Worth Individuals
Economic Community of West African States
West African Economic and Monetary Union
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INTRODUCTION

Many individuals and small businesses in emerging economies still do 
not participate in formal financial systems, even in 2021. A historical 
lack of traditional banking infrastructure has limited engagement in 
these economies to the use of cash; a lack of investments and other 
wealth creation mechanisms; and (often unavoidable) engagement 
with predatory lending networks. These systems have been further 
exacerbated by the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic (Machasio, 2020).

However, significant changes have taken place since the World Bank 
identified there as being approx. 350 million unbanked adults in Sub-
Saharan Africa (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2015). Through innovations in 
financial technologies, including mobile money services, growth has 
gone digital to offer unparalleled opportunities to connect people and 
organizations without the need for traditional banking infrastructure. 
Critical services can now be offered at a distance with tools as simple as 
an Android-equipped mobile phone.

In this GDI Review, our research team took a comprehensive approach 
to analysing the current state of the digital finance landscape across 
Africa. Understanding where we are in 2021 empowers us to evaluate 
whether digital finance is likely to function as a further catalyst for a better 
economic future across the continent, beyond providing financial services 
to the unbanked — and if so, how this transformation might take place.

There are three primary sections to this report: first, an evaluation 
of the present state of digital finance in Africa; then, an analysis of the 
fundamental and ongoing trends that are determining the environment 
in which digital finance in Africa will be taking place from the present 
through the next 15-20 years; and finally, forecasting three possible 
future scenarios of digital finance development in Africa depending on 
differing levels of stakeholder cooperation and proactive engagement.

The final section is designed to empower local industry leaders, policy 
makers, and future entrepreneurs by providing specific, evidence-based 
recommendations for ways of overcoming identified obstacles to a better 
social and economic future across the continent, through the responsible 
stewardship of increasingly advanced digital finance tools.

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA 
INTRODUCTION
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OVERALL LANDSCAPE
As of January 2021, our team identified a total of 514 Fintech 
companies offering digital financial services (DFS) operating across 
the African continent. The majority of these companies have 
received comparatively little funding: 98 have received over USD 
$100K, and only 50 companies have received funding over USD 
$1M (Crunchbase, 2021).1 

FUNDING DISTRIBUTION
There has been a total of USD $1.2bn in equity funding within 
the African digital financial services (DFS) sector since 2000. By 
comparison, Fintech investments in the US reached USD $75bn in 
2020 alone (KPMG, 2021). This funding is expected to increase as 
rising interest in online services, including e-commerce, continues 
to expand especially following the COVID-19 pandemic.

Of the total investments made across the continent, 70% (USD 
$823m) is concentrated in payments (Crunchbase, 2021). 
These include providers of payment solutions and underlying 
infrastructure. Notable businesses within this space include 
Interswitch, which reached 'unicorn' status after a recent funding 
round led by Visa in November 2019 (George and Akwagyiram, 
2019). Other sub-sectors within the Fintech space have received 
only limited funding: financial solutions account for 6% of total 
funding, while Fintech enabled investment services account for 
only 3%. Other financial services, including digital banks and (non-
payment) infrastructure providers, account for the remaining 22% 
($254 m).

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION
Funding remains heavily geographically concentrated in a small 
number of countries across the continent. Of existing Fintech 
funding in Africa, 91% has gone into the "Big Four": Nigeria, South 
Africa, Kenya, and Egypt (Crunchbase, 2021). By comparison, 
Fintech companies headquartered in all other 50 African countries 
have received only USD $109m in total funding since 2000. With 
this concentration of funding has also come a concentration of 
talent development: those interested in the Fintech space have 
relocated to these specific hubs, with the resulting tech workforce 
developing strong experience from working in an increasing 
number of tech companies.

BUSINESS MODELS: EAST VS. WEST
Foreign investment in African Fintech companies has additionally 
left a strong impact on the specific business models being used, 
leading to a sharp contrast between two primary structures. 

For example, Nigerian mobile money service O-Pay has recieved 
over USD $170m from Chinese investors (incl. Opera, Meituan-
Dianping, and Sequoia China) with the latest round of investment 
for $120m taking place in November 2019 (Adeshokan, 2019). 
PalmPay, a Nigerian start-up structured around reward incentives 
each time a customer makes a mobile payment, has received 
investments from Chinese mobile phone manufacturer Transsion 
(Kazeem, 2019).2 PalmPay functions as an integrated payment 
provider for transfers, utilities, and rewards. O-Pay similarly 
integrates payments with a ridehailing app. This 'super app' 
approach — a term used by Blackberry founder Mike Lazaridis 
to describe all-in-one integrated services — is more common 
in Eastern markets than in the West, with notable 'super apps' 
including WeChat and AliPay (Ajene, 2019; Sharma, 2020). 

In contrast, Nigerian payment processing company Interswitch has 
been backed by US-based investors including Visa and maintains 
a focused business model centred on providing a robust payment 
infrastructure to its users (Interswitch Group, 2021). API-based 
payments provider Paystack, also based in Nigeria, has received 
funding from Irish-American financial services and software 
provider Stripe, and similarly maintains a focused business model 
as is more prevelent in Western digital economies (Lunden, 2020).

CURRENT GATEKEEPERS
Telecommunications companies (Telecoms) function as a 
key gatekeeper given the varied geographic landscape and 
concentration of robust infrastructure primarily in select urban 
areas, resulting in large swathes of rural-based populations reliant 
on mobile phone services. Other traditional gatekeepers include 
financial services and technology incumbents, governments, 
regulators, and venture capital investors. 

Opportunities within the Fintech space have expanded as hard 
and soft infrastructure across the continent have continued to 
gradually improve due to a mixture of domestic and foreign 
investment (AfDB, 2018; Arbouch, Canuto, & Vazquez, 2020; 
Gurara et al., 2017). Recent reports have noted that while the 
energy, water, and sanitation infrastructure sectors are still in 
greatest need of financing, telecommunications infrastructure is 
performing significantly better than any other sector (The African 
Capacity Building Foundation, 2016). Smartphones (via telecoms) 
remain the primary method of financial services access for 
many. Early mobile money services (such as M-Pesa) historically 
dominated their national Fintech landscape, though in recent 
years new channels have continued to open up for e-commerce, 
ride-hailing, and digital entertainment (e.g., offering opportunities 
around payment services, user lending, merchant lending, etc.) 

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA
SECTION 1: 
THE FINTECH LANDSCAPE
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OVERVIEW OF THE AFRICAN FINTECH LANDSCAPE (2020)

Source: Crunchbase, 2020; for additional information, see Appendix A

[1] For further information on the methodologies and databases used in this GDI 

Review, see Appendix A.

[2] Transsion is notable for selling more units in Africa than any other producer.

THE FINTECH
LANDSCAPE
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Following the previous section's overview of the existing Fintech landscape, we now 
shift focus to identifying and analyzing fundamental and ongoing trends shaping the 
environment of Africa and that are key factors in the growth of digital finance across 
the continent. Particular attention is paid towards specific barriers and opportunities 
for growth.

STAKERHOLDER LANDSCAPE
This section begins by identifying the overarching demographic and macro-level 
trends that will be defining the African continent over the upcoming decades. Next, 
based on a series of interviews conducted by GDI analysts with geographic and sector 
experts during Summer 2020, we present five customer journeys highlighting key 
unmet stakeholder pain points (e.g., remittance payments, local savings solutions, 
loans for SME growth in two different regulatory landscapes, etc.) We then explore 
barriers and opportunities in the digital payments landscape through specific pain 
points experienced by payment solution companies, creditor solution suppliers, 
merchant payment suppliers, and savings and investments suppliers. 

REGULATORY LANDSCAPE
Given the significant differences in regulation across the continent, we next present 
five national case studies exemplifying the current conditions of the digital finance 
sector’s regulatory landscape. These range from the highly banked countries of Kenya 
and South Africa — both of which have experienced a boom in digital finance products 
and services over the past decade, yet still struggle to find an optimal balance of 
regulation and startup support — to Nigeria and Egypt, which are presently the two 
countries in Africa with the highest number of unbanked adults and thus present 
significant yet unmet market opportunities. Finally, Ghana is presented as a regulatory 
‘Goldilocks’ due to its best-in-class mixture of an integrated regulatory framework and 
authority; a balance between encouraging innovation and protecting users; enabling 
access to regulatory sandboxes; and encouraging ongoing dialogue and transparency 
between innovators and regulators. 

This section concludes with a summary of key trends and opportunities that we believe 
will shape the landscape of digital finance in Africa in the years to come. 

According to a 2019 Brookings Institute 
report, 60% of Africa’s 1.25bn person 
population is under 25 years old -- yet, the 
median age of leadership in Africa remains 
significantly older, at 62 years (Dews, 2019).

This youthful population is expected 
to reach a size of 1.7bn people by the 
year 2030, with over 80% of growth 
concentrated in cities across the continent.  
Predictions surrounding this trend towards 

rapid urbanization suggest there will likely 
be 17 cities with more than five million 
inhabitants and 90 cities with more than 
one million inhabitants by the year 2030, 
according to Acha Leke of McKinsey & 
Company and Landry Signé, a David M. 
Rubenstein Fellow with the Africa Growth 
Initiative (Leke and Signé, 2019). 

This trend is supported by an expectation 
that  income will also see a significant 

increase across the continent. Average 
standards of living are expected to similarly 
rise. As a result, residents of these 90 major 
urban areas are expected to seek products 
and services in previously languishing 
sectors to satisfy their new, unmet needs. 

Annual spending by African consumers 
and businesses is thus predicted to reach 
USD $6.66 trillion by 2030 (Leke and Signé, 
2019).

A RISING POPULATION AND STANDARD OF LIVING
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TRENDS & 
OPPORTUNITIES

STRIVING FOR FINANCIAL INCLUSION
Alongside these growing expectations for Africa's future population 
— both in terms of size and increased standards of living — is an 
ongoing, coordinated domestic and international effort to increase 
financial inclusion within the formal economy across the continent. 
The importance of increasing financial inclusion to reduce extreme 
poverty especially cannot be understated, and is supported as an 
enabler for seven of the UN's broader Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

Financial inclusion refers to an availability and equality of access 
to useful formal financial products and services for individuals and 
businesses, regardless of demographic background. These products 
and services range from access to transactions, payments, savings, 
credit, and insurance products (World Bank, 2021). The World Bank 
Group describes transaction accounts as being a critical first step in 
establishing broader financial inclusion, as such a service enables 
users to store money, send, and receive payments (World Bank, 2021). 

Within the context of DFS, such products and services are conducted 
digitally rather than requiring the presence of a physical bank or 
financial service provider. This is a critical innovation in offering 
services that enable financial inclusion as users are more easily 
reached, served, and empowered to control their own financial 
resources, regardless of previously prohibitive barriers (such as 
geography). The World Bank has also noted that countries with 
high degrees of mobile money account ownership, such as is found 
across Africa, are also exhibiting lower degrees of gender inequality 
concerning rates of financial inclusion (World Bank, 2021). 

Existing bodies designed to increase digital financial inclusion 
include the African Development Bank Group's African Digital 
Financial Inclusion Facility (ADFI), an innovative financing vehicle 
designed to accelerate the inclusion of 332 million more Africans 
in the formal economy. The vehicle's frontrunner, the BCEAO 
Interoperability Project, was originally funded by the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation via a USD $11.3m grant, and was 
designed to upgrade and increase the interoperability of digital 
payment systems across eight West African countries in the West 
African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU). Specific projects 
included incorporating mobile network operators, micro-finance 
institutions, and Fintechs into a shared digital payments ecosystem 
across these countries, with a specific focus on micopayments via 
mobile phones (AfDB, 2021).

Within Africa, financial inclusion has improved in recent years 
through has still not yet achieved the goals set by groups including 
the ADFI. Mastercard, as part of another financial inclusion body 
via the Partnership for Financial Inclusion, is one such partner and 
has been monitoring statistics on engagement particularly within 
the DFS space: while Sub-Saharan Africa's level of financial inclusion 
was slightly above 23% as of 2011, it has since grown to nearly 43% 
as of 2017 due significantly to greater engagement with digital 
financial services (Mastercard, 2021). Additionally, Mastercard 
reports that during this same period the share of adults in Sub-
Saharan Africa with mobile money accounts doubled, to 21% of the 
population (Mastercard, 2021). 

GROWING WEALTH CREATION
Alongside the predicted increase in standards of living is also an 
expected rise in the number of high net worth individuals (HNWI) 
across the continent, described by Knight Frank Research to include 
those individuals in an African context with an estimated net worth 
of over USD $500K (Knight Frank, 2020). 

Regional demographic trends will likely concentrate this wealth 
primarily in cities, with Johannesburg (South Africa) leading and 
followed in order by Cairo, Cape Town, Lagos, and Nairobi. Of 
note as well is the distribution of sources of wealth creation: while 

the majority of respondents to a 2020 Intellidex study of African 
HNWIs from Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria reported that their wealth 
creation stemmed primarily from entrepreneurship, respondents 
from South Africa and Mauritius reported that executive careers 
were the main driver of their wealth creation (Intellidex, 2020).

As noted in Knight Frank’s 2020 report, private investment has 
predominantly been concentrated in real estate, with USD $122B 
invested in apartments, USD $85bn invested in office buildings, 
and USD $45bn invested in retail for the year 2019. Further 
insights provided by the Intellidex Report support these findings, 
with their 2020 survey of 265 HNWI Africans reflecting the real 
estate industry as ranked first or second for investment in each 
country represented. 

Surveyed attitudes of ultra-high net worth individuals' (UHNWI) 
investment portfolios across asset classes reflect this continued 
preference for property (30% proportion of the average UHNWI 
portfolio), closely followed by equities (18% proportion), cash/
currencies (17%), and bonds/fixed income (14%). Yet these 
allocations are also expected to change: Knight Frank predicts 
greater investment proportions in cash/currencies (37%), bonds/
fixed income (32%), and private equity (19%) overshadowing 
smaller proportional investments in property (5% proportion) in 
the near future (Knight Frank, 2020).

GLOBAL INVESTING AND PARTNERSHIPS
A quick glance at the range of stakeholders engaged in DFS across 
Africa highlights a variety of international participants. A number 
of major global technological companies have already long-
established relationships within the continent: Vietnamenese 
e-commerce Viettel, WeChat (Chinese), Huawei (Chinese), Orange 
(French), Free (French), Airtel (Indian), and Erickson (Swedish) all 
maintain a presence, to name but a few (GSMA Mobile Money 
Deployment Tracker, 2019). These actors have the funds and the 
technology to provide key support and partnerships with local 
innovators. 
 
Funding serves as the main fuel for growth in developing and 
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TRENDS & 
OPPORTUNITIES

expanding DFS across Africa. Key investors within the continent are 
primarily institutional, and maintain the largest presence in countries 
with major Fintech hubs, including Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa, Egypt, 
and (to a comparatively limited extent) Ghana (Partech, 2020). Funds from 
China, Europe, and North America enter either via venture capital (VC) 
and private equity (PE), through company-based share-taking (e.g., Visa's 
USD $200m investment in Interswitch in 2019), or via local partnerships 
(Partech, 2020). 
 
EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
Like most other regions of the world, the World Bank has noted a 3.3% 
decline in economic activity across the continent for 2020, resulting in 
Africa's first recession in over 25 years (World Bank, 2021b). Much of this 
impact is understood to be the result of lower domestic consumption as 
well as reduced tax income and public investments as a consequence of 
the containment measures enacted during the pandemic. The resulting 
situation is predicted to have significant ongoing effects: for example, 
likely forcing up to 40 million people into extreme poverty, as well as 
Covid-19 related school closures affecting nearly 253 million students 
across the continent (World Bank, 2021b). 

Despite these impacts, World Bank officials have also noted that a number 
of African countries have used the disruption of COVID-19 to accelerate 
necessary reforms and investment projects considered necessary for 
future long-term development, including those focused on constructing 
a robust infrastructure for DFS into the future (Machasio, 2020). The 
hope is that such reforms and investments will help to migitate the worst 
impacts of the pandemic while fostering the foundations for a sustained 
recovery extending well into the future.  Companies, as well, have seized 
the opportunity to shift processes online, expanding DFS beyond mobile 
payments to also include needed coverage of health services and online 
consumer transactions (UNCTAD, 2021). The rapid development of 
e-commerce platforms like Jumia, and government-backed initiatives 
such as those seen in Senegal, may serve to accelerate many of the DFS 
transitions described through this GDI review (Ferranti, 2020).

GLOBAL DIGITAL PAYMENTS
Across China, Europe, and North America, digital payments companies 
have been experienced surging growth with the first two quarters of 2018 
alone experiencing 102 acquisitions and amassing a total worth of USD 
$46bn, compared to 2017's full-year total of USD $32.9bn (Megaw, 2018). 
This transition has further been accelerated by the recent COVID-19 
pandemic, which has pushed many customers into performing online 
transactions and favoring card and mobile solutions over cash due to 
ongoing public health concerns (Egerth, 2020). Similar implications have 
been felt in Africa, with payments leaders including Visa and Advans 
betting on an accelerated adoption of integrated digital solutions for 
the next few years as a continuing consequence of the pandemic (Visa 
Navigate, 2020).
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The customer journeys presented here highlight common situations and pain points 
drawn from different countries and regions in Africa. As one investor interviewed 
for this report highlighted, there are effectively 54 digital finance markets across 
Africa; the one ‘real’ common denominator is the informal economy. As such, each 
journey represents an archetype for a specific situation covering the model of one 
region. For example: while we can find bank-led remittance receiving solutions 
in most of Francophone and Western Africa, Kenya's version will be based on 
Safaricom’s M-Pesa mobile wallet. 

Another diverging trend is the degree to which credit/debit cards are distributed 
nationally and play a cultural role. While they may be maintained as a payment 
method in parallel to mobile money in one country, they could disappear in another.
 
Despite these differences by country, the pain points illustrated in these journeys 
tend to engage similar root causes though vary in intensity for each region covered. 
These differences are influenced by geographical situation (e.g., coastal or enclaved) 
as well as by varying technological (e.g., Telecoms vs. Fintechs) and regulatory 
models. As such, telecom-powered M-Pesa is considered a saving product in 
Kenya today, whereas these conditions cannot be fulfilled without a mandatory 
partnership with a bank in West Africa and Francophone countries. Further 
differences in national markets can also include the number of unbanked people, 
which varies greatly; levels of trust; robustness of infrastructure development; and 
degrees of technological diffusion.

Though we assess each type of service individually across the customer journey 
and value chains in this report, it is also important to note that efficiency gains 
are created from providing multiple complementary services together for both 
customers and suppliers (e.g., merchant payments and credit access facilitation). 
Customers receive technological and time gains in concentrating service offerings 
for payments, borrowing, and parallel services (i.e., remittances, airtime top up, 
bill payments, and the ability to be connected to a bank account all being offered 
through a centralized partnership). In many countries (and specifically illustrated 
in Aminatou’s local savings solution), this is complementary with an offering or 
partnership from telcom companies.

ABOUT THIS SECTION

STAKEHOLDERS: 
CUSTOMER JOURNEYS
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AÉKO'S SITUATION
While currently employed as an account manager at a company in London (United 
Kingdom), Aéko was born and grew up outside of the Nigerian city of Ikorodu, 
located 30km outside of Lagos. He left Nigeria after completing his studies and 
now lives and works outside of London as an account manager for a UK-based 
real estate company. His parents and younger siblings still live in Ikorodu. Aéko 
is very fond of both of his sisters and wants to make sure that his older one will 
be able to attend University like he did. Aéko wants to send money back home to 
support his family’s essential monthly expenses, as well as to contribute to a small 
savings account to support his younger sister’s future engineering studies. With 
good luck, this will eventually allow her to leave Nigeria for the USA, her dream 
destination for university. 

LOOKING FOR A REMITTANCE SERVICE
Though physical bank branches remain rare within their hometown, these branches 
are the main point of liaison for international transfers within most countries in 
Western Africa (including Benin, Burkina Faso, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast, Mali, 
Niger, Senegal, and Togo). In contrast, other countries outside Western Africa 
offer more diversified services, including telecom-powered, flexible solutions that 
can be linked directly to an individual SIM number (Parekh and Hare, 2020). The 
latter allows significant flexibility for those who are based in more rural areas with 
underdeveloped infrastructure (such as Aéko’s family), but also require better 
internet and electricity infrastructure than is currently available in Ikorodu. As 
such, Aéko’s father had to travel to Lagos to set up an account for a local bank. 

SETTING UP THE ACCOUNT
The first step Aéko took to coordinate transfers for his family was to 
find a remittance service. For this, he created an account with one 
of the major providers via their website; the major providers  for his 
family's area included Transferwise, Xpress Money, and ETranzact. 
After entering his data over the course of several minutes he had 
set up an account, was able to choose the amount of money he 
wished to send, selected the currency, approved the 7% transfer 
fees, and entered his father’s account details for his physical bank 
branch in Ikorodu.

PAIN POINTS
The 7% sending fee is a significant issue for Aéko. Whenever he 
sends $200 to his family, on average he loses $14 in transfer fees. 
This adds up quickly. Aéko and his family are aware that these fees 
have pushed many families in Nigeria to rely on informal channels 
to transfer money, as they allow them to recover a larger portion 
of the initial sum. Aéko is grateful that he earns a sufficient salary 
in London that this is not a prohibitive barrier to his sending 
remittances, but wishes there was some way to securely send 
money back to his family without losing 7% in transfer fees each 
time.

RECEIVING THE MONEY 
Aéko’s parents prefer to use a traditional approach of keeping 
the cash he sends to them at home in a hidden location. Few, if 
any, people in their hometown use mobile wallet solutions due 
to insufficient infrastructure. The main means of transaction for 
everyday life is therefore cash. 

For Aéko’s father, this means that once Aéko has transferred a 
portion of his monthly salary to his father’s bank account, he must 
walk or find a ride to the nearest ATM to withdraw the transferred 
funds. There are often many issues with withdrawing this money: 
there are frequently long queues to use the ATM; it is sometimes 
broken; and there is always an element of security risk linked to 
his father needing to take out large amounts of cash from each of 
Aéko’s block transfers. Aéko and his family wish there was a better, 
cheaper, more secure way for him to send remittances home. 
When will these make their way to Nigeria?

24 25

Aéko is a 33-year old working professional living and 
working in London (United Kingdom) who wants to 
send money back home to his family in Nigeria to 

support their essential monthly expenses. He wishes 
there was a cheaper and more secure way to ensure 

his remittances reach his parents.

Customer: Aéko (aged 33)
Occupation: Account manager (UK)
Location: London (UK), though 
originally from Ikorodu (Nigeria)
Core need: Remittance payments

Sending Money Home: from London to Nigeria

JOURNEY 1
AÉKO'S REMITTANCE PAYMENTS

CUSTOMER JOURNEYS
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CUSTOMER JOURNEYS

Aminatou lives and works in Dakar, the capital of 
Senegal. She wants an accessible way to save money 

from her wages, yet still have access to her funds when 
she returns to Niger to visit family. Aminatou needs 
a practical solution to safely save her money while 

still being able to access it for rent, bills, and personal 
expenses, both in Senegal and Niger.

Customer: Aminatou (aged 22)
Occupation: Retail clerk
Location: Dakar (Senegal)
Core need: Local Savings Solution

Trans-African Mobile Money Solutions

AMINATOU'S SITUATION
While born in the neighboring Kayes region of Niger, Aminatou moved to Dakar 
to live with her aunt because of work opportunities. She now is a successful retail 
clerk at a local gallery in Dakar and dreams of owning her own gallery before she is 
30 years old. 55% of Senegal’s GDP is produced in Dakar alone, making it a thriving 
urban centre and home to more than 80% of the country’s registered firms (Rouhana 
and Ranarifidy, 2016). Aminatou is lucky compared to most women in Senegal as 
she is literate (43.8% literacy rate among Senegalese women), has a mobile phone 
(Android platform), and has basic knowledge of mobile money accounts (UNCDF, 
2021). 

SETTING UP HER ACCOUNT
Aminatou decides to save her money through Orange Money, the largest mobile 
money operator in the region with over 54 million customers (Orange, 2020). For 
Aminatou, it makes more sense to use a telcom-powered platform that is reliable, 
secure, and — unlike the physical banks which are unequally distributed outside of 
big cities like Dakar — easily accessible.

Aminatou can create a bank account now that she lives in a major urban centre. 
Bank cards, however, are only debit — not credit. Additionally, due to a local 
cultural attachment to cash, poor financial technological literacy, and general lack 
of consumer-facing financial infrastructure, these bank cards are mostly used to 
take money out of ATMs rather than for transferring or paying funds. Aminatou is 
also offered multiple perks for using Orange Money as her telcom mobile money 
solution: along with free airtime, it includes a mobile wallet directly connected to her 

JOURNEY 2
AMINATOU'S SAVINGS SOLUTION
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SIM card through which she can store, take out, and transfer 
money. 

Aminatou’s first step in setting up her account is to visit a 
mobile money agent and present her ID card, which is 
used to link the SIM card to her official identity on their 
centralized system. As an unmarried woman, she did not 
face the same legal restrictions as a married woman when 
acquiring her identity card, and maintains sole control over 
her own assets (UNCDF, 2021). After verifying her identity, 
Aminatou buys a SIM card which provides her with a phone 
number; this number is the main point of connection for 
mobile money transactions. Opening the Orange Money app, 
she is delighted to discover that the onscreen instructions 
are provided in her local dialect. Aminatou pays the agent 
to charge her account with additional funds for further 
transactions, such as for when she needs to top up airtime to 
talk with her parents back in Niger. In this sense, Aminatou’s 
mobile wallet is similar to a savings product in that it keeps 
her money safe (though, without interest) — a crucial asset to 
the many millions like her across Western Africa.

USING THE SERVICE
When Aminatou shops for groceries, she now finds that 
she can either use her mobile account to pay the local 
merchant or, like many others, can use cash. However, she 
is disappointed to discover that she cannot use the account 
to transfer money to her family in Niger. If she had a card 
connected to a bank account, she could complete cross-
border transfers instead (for which fees are fixed within the 
limits of the UMEOA — Economic Community of West African 
States), although this would be limited within West Africa 
(Swift, 2013).

The internet connection drastically falls in quality as well 
when Aminatou returns to Niger to visit her family. Whereas 
Senegal has a coastal connection to undersea cables from 
Europe, Niger and other land-locked states lack such access; 
their broadband connection is significantly constrained and 
has historically relied instead on road connections (Arvis, 
Raballand, and Marteau, 2010; Dahir, 2017). When she went 
back to Niamey (Niger) two months ago, she experienced 
a nation-wide internet black-out for two days. This was in 
addition to regular power cuts due to the country’s high 
dependency on imported Nigerian oil from the south. 
Aminatou is aware that this is a recurring problem in other 
countries of the region, as she has heard about it from an 
international aid worker who had previously worked in Chad. 

CONTINUED USE OF MOBILE SOLUTIONS BACK HOME
As much as she enjoys seeing her parents back in Niger, 
Aminatou is frustrated that most merchants do not have 

mobile money payment equipment. The internet connection in 
Niamey, too, is too poor for the solutions to remain consistently 
powered as well. To pick up groceries for her mother, Aminatou 
has to take out money at a local ATM which often means waiting 
in lengthy lines for an excruciatingly long time. 

Not infrequently, the ATMs also become jammed due to the 
poor quality of the physical money itself, which is constantly in 
circulation and kept in people’s pockets rather than resting in 
bank accounts. This often requires even longer wait times for the 
ATM to be unblocked from these trapped bills. Waiting in lines 
doesn't make Aminatou feel comfortable these days given the 
ongoing Covid-19 pandemic; few people wear masks, and she is 
ever concerned about her family’s well-being. Finally, Aminatou 
has grown aware now she has Orange Money that she does not 
like carrying around large amounts of cash because it exposes 
her to the serious possibility of aggression or security risks. Yet, 
given the long cultural and technical attachments to it, she finds 
it simply isn’t practical to give up cash for daily transactions 
when back home in Niger.

AMINATOU'S THOUGHTS
In her view, Aminatou believes that increasing the 
reach of digital payments across Western and Sub-
Saharan Africa would speed up the pace of work and 
daily life while decreasing the amount of time spent 
waiting around. She has noticed that for both Niger 
and Dakar, each city moves at the pace and reliability 
of the available electric power and internet speed. 

Eliminating cash culture might also make transactions 
in Niamey as efficient and safe as they are in Dakar 
— though knowing her parents, she doubts they will 
ever want to leave behind using cash for their daily 
transactions.

Still, she thinks her siblings would benefit a lot from 
further awareness about the gains from having a 
digital savings account and making digital payments. 
Wider adoption and acceptance of cards and mobile 
payments would both constitute a gain on that front. 
Aminatou is especially annoyed since, even though the 
banking infrastructure is currently not good in Niamey 
and especially not outside of main urban areas,  
Niger’s telecom network is well developed and mobile 
financial solutions like those offered in Senegal could 
function well, were they permitted to operate.
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MONGAN'S SITUATION
Mongan lives and works in Dar es Salaam, the largest citiy in Tanzania, operating 
his small barber business. His business is appreciated by his customers and he 
sees a growing demand for it especially during the weekends. Mongan has been 
wanting to renovate his shop (where he also lives), buy better quality equipment, 
and is considering employing a trainee. Traditionally, community saving groups 
have been a popular way of gathering enough money to make investments like 
this: ten people from the same community assemble money and contribute to a 
pot on a monthly basis.  Mongan, however, is young and wants the independence 
promised by new digital finance technologies. 

FINDING A SERVICE AND OPENING AN ACCOUNT 
Mongan finds it very hard to access credit since there is a significant amount of 
bureaucratic red tape for smaller businesses like his. Mongan also does not have 
access to banks, which deem small businesses too risky for loans. Accessing a line 
of credit requires him to already have a solid income and guarantee of stability; 
these are not easily accessible for most individuals or small businesses in Dar es 
Salaam. Mongan's revenue is still considered too volatile even if he runs an overall 
profitable business. Finally, Mongan's local banks have a limited branch network 
outside of cities since they are simply not interested in engaging with small- and 
medium-sized businesses (SMEs) like Mongan’s barber shop, no matter how well 
it is doing. 

Mongan lives and works in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 
operating his small barber shop. With a steady roster 
of customers, Mongan is looking for a way to finance 

futher growth for his business: specifically, buying 
better quality instruments and employeeing a trainee. 

How can he easily acquire a small loan?

Customer: Mongan (aged 19)
Occupation: Small business owner 
Location: Dar es Salaam (Tanzania)
Core need: Borrowing TZS 5,000,000 
(USD $2K)  to grow his barber shop

Borrowing for SME Growth in Tanzania 

JOURNEY 3
MONGAN GROWS HIS BARBER SHOP

CUSTOMER JOURNEYS

APPLYING FOR AND OBTAINING A LOAN
Mongan's main challenge is finding collateral that will cover a bank’s requirements, some of which go up to 200% 
of the loan's value. He does not own land that could be used to secure the loan and other property (including cars) 
are not recognized because of their low traceability here in Tanzania, unlike in other countries (e.g., Senegal) where 
property registration is well developed. If the telecom that he uses for his mobile payments and transfers had the 
regulatory authorization to provide loans, it could use its existing client-base as a reference to grant more accessible 
loans and scale the service quickly. 

In contrast, banks have neither the technological support nor profit drive in reaching out to the customer-base 
represented by Mongan. Mongan finds this extremely frustrating, as do many others like him; his situation reflects 
the not insignificant portion of the population who are either unbanked or SMEs and merchants who need access 
to capital to scale. Credit cards are not an existing loan service — only debit cards provided by Mongan's local bank.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
Mongan's entrepreneurial ambitions are versatile, and he is willing to adapt as circumstances change. The ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic has impacted his business — specifically, in terms of the reliability of a steady stream of income. 
Given the ongoing volatility, he feels that his scaling options seemed to have narrowed down. A year ago, when his 
business was truly flourishing, he could have used the positive returns for further expansion.

Mongan's frustrations are common in his community. Big trust issues exist on both sides of the loan process, leading 
many communities to still rely on informal community savings systems while simultaneously participating in parallel 
formal credit processes. Many community members, however, too often prioritize informal credit-repayment within 
their community before formal systems due to their need to maintain strong local community ties. This results in 
trust quickly eroding between small business owners and traditional banks, along with any opportunity to scale the 
lending offer on the banking-side. The slower pace and smaller size of the economy in Tanzania (compared to Nigeria 
or Kenya) has lead to few solutions that address Mongan's problem, with investments going instead to developing 
accessible borrowing services in already established digital finance hubs like Lagos or Nairobi.
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CUSTOMER JOURNEYS

Kayode lives and works in Nigeria in a town outside of 
Kano. He is a livestock farmer specializing in livestock 
and snail farming. With his family of seven, he wants 
to scale his business and is looking for reliable, non-

predatory credit opportunities. 

Customer: Kayode (aged 35)
Occuption: Small business owner
Location: Kano (Nigeria)
Core need: Borrowing N200,000 
(USD $400) for SME Growth

Borrowing for SME Growth in Nigeria 

KAYODE'S SITUATION
As Kayode is already a user of OPay's digital payment and transfer solutions, it 
seems a natural and easy step to try out their credit service, OKash. Kayode fills 
out a short form with his personal information that will be used to assess his 
creditworthiness. This takes him only five minutes, after which he receives a call to 
verify the information he has submitted.

To fill out the OKash form, Kayode must be aged between 18 and 55 years old. This  
is within his age group and is similar to that of the majority of people seeking a loan 
for their personal projects. Other requested criteria that he must provide evidence 
for include a monthly income (including a salary statement and potential referee), a 
valid ID card, and his Bank Verification Number (which includes information on his 
other financial accounts) (OKash, 2021).

FINDING A SERVICE, WEIGHING THE RISKS
The maximum value he can borrow at any given time is N50,000 (approx. USD $100) 
with a loan duration ranging from 91-365 days (OKash, 2021). The daily interest rate 
is between 0.1% to 1%, with the annual rate accruing to between 36.5-365% (OKash, 
2021). These extremely high interest rates are a major hesitation point for Kayode 
in deciding whether to take the OKash loan, as the compounded interest increases 
very quickly. Many people Kayode knows simply don’t necessarily understand it and 
end up in debt.

In addition, the lack of a clear regulatory status for non-traditional lenders has 
allowed them to circumvent traditional regulations and abuse their borrowers 
through higher fees and predatory loans. It is a cause of distrust for the people 
around him and for himself, too. Is the risk of putting his family into permenant debt 
due to these predatory interest rates worth the opportunity to scale his business?

JOURNEY 4
KAYODE SEEKS A BUSINESS LOAN

32 33

CUSTOMER JOURNEYS



GDI Review | 01

AMAHLE'S SITUATION
Amahle lives in Khayelitsha Township in South Africa, just outside of Cape Town, 
and owns a small dry goods business employing three other people. She goes 
twice a week to the market to sell her products and maintains a steady, profitable 
business. 

Amahle represents one of approximately 1.5 million unregistered small-, 
medium-, and micro-businesses in the South African economy that have no clear 
administrative definition (BER, 2016). These businesses constitute a large portion 
of the country's cash-only merchants and SMMEs. Like Amahle, these business 
owners work independently with no trader’s license or bank account, and resort 
to using mobile wallets provided by South Africa's national telecoms as a place 
to store their money after the day’s trade. Amahle has a bank account but barely 
uses it as most transactions are in cash. She would like to find a solution to digitize 
payments she receives at the market.

LOOKING FOR A SERVICE & OPENING AN ACCOUNT 
Even though Amahle does have a bank account and many of her customers use 
cards, she rarely uses it since the majority of her business transactions are largely in 
cash. This preference is notably due to the poor distribution of payment terminals 
through which to process card payments. Thankfully, a friend of Amahle’s has 
found and shared a service that will provide the necessary equipment to connect 
her business via card machines and online solutions. 

Setting up an account is very quick. Amahle goes through the app and registers 
her business sector, address, and bank account to get going. She realizes that 
she could have made this shift a few years ago had she only been aware of this 
solution, but she lacked the guidance to even know it was a possibility. The digital  
payment gateway functions as soon as the transaction is ordered through the 
payment terminal (physical) or the shared payment link (digital), and it connects 
her customer's account to hers to complete the transaction instantaneously.

Ahmale is grateful for the essential nature of her business as both the recent 
pandemic and past years' recessions has halted a lot of trade as people cut 
down on expenses. With this new mobile payment solution, perhaps she will be 
able to expand her food offerings — and possibly hire another employee?

Amahle is a 43-year old small business owner from 
Khayelitsha township (South Africa) who runs a cash-

only dry goods business. As more of her younger 
customers use mobile payment services, she would 
like to find a way to digitize payments at the market.

Customer: Amahle (43 years)
Occuption: Small business owner
Location: Khayelitsha township 
(South Africa)
Core need: Processing customer 
payments

SME Merchant Payments

JOURNEY 5
AHMALE'S MERCHANT PAYMENTS

CUSTOMER JOURNEYS
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JOURNEY 3: MONGAN GROWS HIS BARBER SHOP

JOURNEY 4: KAYODE SEEKS A BUSINESS LOAN

JOURNEY 5: AMAHLE'S MERCHANT PAYMENTS
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JOURNEY 1: AÉKO'S REMITTANCE PAYMENTS

JOURNEY 2: AMINATOU'S SAVINGS SOLUTION

Nigerian professional abroad transfers money back home

Nigerian worker employed in Senegal looks for cross-border savings solutions

Tanzanian small business owner looks for a personal loan of USD $2,000

Nigerian small business owner seeks a loan of USD $400 to grow his business

South African small business owner wants to digitize customer payments 

CUSTOMER JOURNEYS
MAPPING PAIN POINTS
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STAKEHOLDERS:
DIGITAL PAYMENTS LANDSCAPE

Common to providers in the digital payments landscape across Africa is an aim to tap into the 
informal economy’s significant presence. For example, in South Africa alone only one million 
businesses are registered out of an estimated 5 million overall. These unregistered merchants 
do not pay tax, yet sell essential goods and services that maintain the overall functioning of the 
economy. In many areas, supplier value chains are helping previously under-banked businesses 
finally financially include themselves through new tools enabling digitization.

DIGITAL PAYMENTS
 LANDSCAPE

DIGITAL PAYMENTS: THE 'FIRST STAGE' OF DFS
WIthin the realm of digital payments, providers can supply a variety 
of  services including domestic transfers, bill payments, airtime 
top ups, merchant payments, sending and receiving international 
remittances, and cashing in and cashing out options (GSMA, 2019). 
Most often these services are provided in parallel to create cost 
and user synergies, such as found with providers like O-Pay  or 
MTN Mobile Money Congo. These clusters of offered services can 
be operated by different models, depending on the regulatory and 

technological approach of the country (e.g. fintech, telecom, banking, 
partnership). More information regarding regulation will be covered 
in the following section.

Understandably, the value chain map of these payment solution 
companies varies depending on their targeted service. However, 
the natural position of digital payments as the first stage in the 
development of national digital finance infrastructure means that it 
is possible to broadly identify and analyze their  primary pain points 
as well as their available opportunities. 

In terms of the Geographic distribution of payment solutions, Nigeria 
has evolved as a strong Fintech-based market offering a variety of 
products that can provide digital payments and loans, as well as 
operate through cards. In other countries of Western Africa such as 
Senegal, banks and telecoms still play a central role. In Kenya, it is 
primarily telecoms that provide mobile wallet solutions, though at 
a comparatively reduced degree as they still do not provide credit.  

PAYMENT SOLUTION COMPANIES

Traditional banks that would usually provide these services operate 
through their own branch networks, or by outsourcing their services 
to third-party agents that sell telcom and banking products for a 
commission. In addition to these two routes, a third parallel route has 
appeared as Fintechs continue to digitize banking services, minimizing 
any remaining physical infrastructure constraints.
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LACK OF SKILLS AND MANAGEMENT GUIDANCE
A first barrier to the widespread development of digital finance service providers is the 
lack of skilled education and training across the continent, especially within finance and 
general management. Comparatively low salaries to positions offered in North America 
and Europe mean that Africa-based companies often face a challenge in retaining skilled 
professionals (including engineers and data scientists) who may seek the additional 
exposure of employment within a multinational firm. Experts we spoke to in our interviews 
noted how those employees who do stay often lack robust practical experience, which in 
turn requires expensive training. 

A lack of skilled workers to recruit for front and back-end offices was another challenge 
to the development of digital finance services mentioned during the interviews conducted 
for this report. Outside of larger, more developed economies, our interviewees described 
a general lack of business-focused education and practical business know-how, which in 
turn pushes firms to outsource core internal capabilities. 

This can be observed in the success stories of several African payment solution firms which 
have "westernized" their business models through relocating core functions to offices 
outside of the continent, most notably to the United Kingdom and the United States. 
Relocating these strategic centers is supported by friendlier regulatory environments that 
allow better operating grounds. The "westernization" process mentioned can be achieved 
internally as well through the hiring of senior foreigners to local Africa offices. These senior 
hires are known to be less motivated by income and more driven by the challenge and 
excitement of a particular project. Hiring senior foreign workers as well as skilled Africa 
workers often also requires a high degree of 'liveability' for the project's location, resulting 
in certain localities having a greater appeal (e.g., Lagos or Nairobi), whereas less developed 
states are seen as far less attractive.

Digitization of payment solutions requires technological resilience and reactivity, which 
interviewees described as more easily found in Nigeria’s universities and bustling cities 
than in other less developed areas. Overall, the absence of an established entrepreneurial 
environment and robust further business education (either practical or through 
professional degrees) has hindered the development of a pool of strong, locally-grown 
managerial talent, as well as widespread 'best practice' awareness.

ACCESS TO FUNDING
Funding serves as the main fuel for growth in developing and expanding DFS across Africa. 
Key investors within the continent are primarily institutional, and maintain the largest 
presence in countries with major Fintech hubs, including Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa, 
Egypt, and (to a comparatively limited extent) Ghana (Partech, 2020). Funds from China, 
Europe, and North America enter either via venture capital (VC) and private equity (PE), 
partnerships, or through company-based share-taking (e.g., Visa's USD $200M investment 
in Interswitch in 2019).

Local banking partnerships are frequently conditional and based on new third-party 
challengers successfully receiving authorization to enter a national market. These 
partnerships often work in coordination with local teleco firms that provide further access 
to capital, local infrastructure, and local technological support — in effect, creating a 
launch pad for the development of a safe and recognized new service. 

These partnerships are also predominantly restricted to a single regional teleco within 
each country of interest. For example, Chinese multinational technology company Huawei 
is currrently engaged in partnerships stretching across eight African countries: OneMoney 
in Zimbabwe; Vodacom M-Pesa in Tanzania; TNM MPAMBA in Malawi; M-Pesa in RDC, 

Mozambique and Kenya; Teasy Mobile Money in Nigeria; and Vodafone Cash in Ghana 
(GSMA, 2019). Other multinational firms including Ericsson, Mahindra Group, Comviva, 
Tagattitude, and Google have used similar partnership arrangements in their own attempts 
at market penetration across the continent. 

Geographically, all regions in Africa outside of Northern Africa face a distinct shortage in 
investments needed to fuel initial and continuing payment solutions growth. This shortage 
is further reinforced by multiple factors contributing to increased risk profiles, including 
the presence of geographic barriers and widespread political instability — both highlighted 
earlier in Section 2 — as well as generally high-risk exit strategies for institutional investors.

The geographic consideration here is an especially important one for land-locked 
countries3 such as Niger4 that lack access to undersea internet cables and global maritime 
connections. As a result, these countries have historically required channeling additional 
political and financial resources towards maintaining the land connections necessary for 
internet infrastructure, which is in turn expensive to build. Improving basic infrastructure 
is thus an obligatory first step for many large-scale ventures and requires a significant 
initial upfront sum for which the resulting opportunities and returns remain uncertain, or 
even nonexistent. 

PHYSICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE INFRASTRUCTURE CHALLENGES
Obsolete and/or poor existing infrastructure imposes limitations on both reliable energy 
access and internet connectivity. As mentioned, the latter especially impacts landlocked 
countries as opposed to those that are coastal. It is not uncommon for some regions to 
run below effective levels due to a lack of reliable energy access. In addition, the effects of 
power and maintenance cuts (such as interviewees mentioned have occurred in Kenya — 
also see Godinho and Eberhard, 2019) have a significant impact on GDP when a substantial 
portion of the economy is conducted via mobile money platforms.

In the case of less developed markets, the absence of a well-functioning identity verification 
system creates an issue with know-your-customer (KYC) guidelines, as the identity of 
transaction users cannot be re-traced. This limits market entry in countries where identity 
verification and KYC systems are still conducted manually, often requiring face-to-face 
meetings for every client as we were told occurs in locations such as the DRC or Egypt. 
Because of card failure and fraud, Fintechs evolving in bank-dominant systems where 
mobile money is generally less present (e.g., Nigeria) may find it cheaper and easier to 
operate via direct bank debit rather than risk engaging with credit. These specific examples 
represent pain points in unsuccessful partnerships or technical gaps which, if addressed, 
would likely create both time and financial gains.

CASH PREVALENCE
"Cash is our main competitor" was a recurring phrase from our interviews with experts 
based in the digital payment and transfer spheres. Yet, why is this the case? A number 
of cultural and technical features have led here: first, many communities within Africa 
today have developed a preference for the physical assurance of cash and community 
saving systems that ensure monetary resources are readily available regardless of social, 
environmental, or general political instability. Especially in more rural locations, cash 
may be physically kept at the side of the elderly in the home. In addition, the unreliable 
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[3] There are a total of 16 landlocked countries within Africa: Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Central 

African Republic, Chad, Ethiopia, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Niger, Rwanda, South Sudan, Swaziland, Uganda, 

Zambia, and Zimbabwe. 

[4] For a description of its on-the-ground impact, see 'Customer Journey 2: Aminatou's Savings Solution.' 
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development of internet connections often outside of big cities, an 
absence of payment terminals for merchants, a lack of widespread 
financial literacy education and fiscal awareness, and a cultural 
persistance towards neighborhood-building community saving/
lending models all continue to motivate the prevalence of cash and 
act as a barrier to spreading mobile payment services.

To encourage potential users to step away from cash and embrace 
digital payments instead, firms across the continent have adopted 
different strategies. Nigerian-based provider OPay is one example 
where several services are run through one platform, providing 
both payment solutions and complementary services that require 
the digital payment (e.g., credit solutions, food delivery, and ride-
hailing). Its commission-based system further incentivizes users to 
share the app within their community. 

REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT
Restrictions placed on digital payment solution challengers 
in favor of industry incumbents are a recurring theme across 
Western Africa. It is most clearly highlighted through the distinct 
legal recognition of telecoms and other third-party challengers 
that provide the same services as banks as non-financial or non-
banking institutions. 

In our interviews, experts described countries in Western Africa, 
including Nigeria, Francophone Africa (e.g., Senegal and the Côte 
D'Ivoire), and Ghana, as being known for authorities imposing 

CREDITOR SOLUTION SUPPLIERS

DIGITAL PAYMENTS
 LANDSCAPE
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FINDING A RIPE MARKET
Digital creditor services can only take place in markets that are 
ripe for scalability and wider public consumption opportunities. 
Creditor solution suppliers also require pre-existing digital 
infrastructure to be in place, for which payments and remittances 
serve as a first step. The presence of these two services, and the 
infrastructure supporting them, function as necessary conditions 
and stepping stones to allowing a later large scale distribution of 
loans.

SME CREDIT VS. GROUP CREDIT 
In most countries across Africa — with the exceptions of Nigeria, 
Kenya and South Africa — lending remains very limited in scale 
and scope. Micro-finance structures that permit lending to groups 
of individuals who guarantee each other's loans are common — 
yet, this is a model that is hard to economically scale due to its 
reliance on distribution networks, many employees, and payment 
enforcement systems. Commercial lending to SMEs, on the other 
hand, is considered more transparent and traceable. 

Most bank models prior to the rise of Nigeria's Fintechs and 
Kenya's mobile money telecoms had resultantly developed 
towards primarily offering corporate loans. This greatly limited 
the possibility of accessing capital for personal reasons (such as 
funding education, buying property, or investing in SME or sole-
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different reporting methods, examination periods, and methods 
of auditing which are cumbersome and time-consuming on new 
challengers. One interviewee described how Nigerian legislators 
have previously pressured Fintechs partners (such as payment 
processors, like Paystack) for additional information about their 
digital finance partners. Authorities induce domestic partnerships 
with telecoms to operate their mobile wallet services, such as 
between Orange Money and local banks. These operate in contrast 
with Kenya's looser regulations which will be described in more 
detail during the following Regulatory Landscape section. Such 
pressures can also further apply to remittance services as a way 
of ensuring established banks are the main emissary for receiving 
global transfers. 

As will be described in the case studies presented in the following 
section, excessive regulation has reduced margins and stifled 
incentives for new ventures to enter national markets, driving 
competition and innovation down. Based on the interviews 
conducted for this report alongside the extensive data analysis 
conducted on Africa's regulatory markets for digital finance, it 
seems clear that states would gain in opportunities for wider 
financial inclusion from state-supported policies like regulatory 
sandboxes that promote the free development of new services. 
Sandboxes like these serve to bring capital and investor confidence 
that infrastructure and services that have been historically lacking 
can be built, and done so with government support. As one investor 
interviewee highlighted, keeping a broad regulatory framework 

that allows actors to anticipate and respond when intervention will 
be required, but that still leaves challengers operating freely, can  
be a key to success. 

REDUCTION IN GDP
Payment and remittance services have a strong connection to 
Africa's macroeconomy. Interviewed experts described how, 
during periods of recession with reduced GDP per capita, the level 
of consumption, amount of transfers, volume of airtime topping, 
cashing in and out, and even scale of remittances can be drastically 
reduced. Such impacts expose providers significantly to the volatile 
revenue fluctuations characteristic of many African populations.  

OPERATING COST RISKS
As third-party challengers, Fintechs are faced with double 
commissions (from both banks and cable companies) when users 
pay bills. Further operating costs and risks are created through 
currency exposure caused by floating exchange rates, which 
expose new challengers' cash flows to devaluation and inflation as 
happened in Nigeria (Mondi, 2016). This, in turn, increases the cost 
of employees and of performing cross-border operations such as 
hiring foreign workers or subscribing to foreign services at dollar 
cost. 
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proprietorship growth), and required both a solid income and 
guarantee from the employer of the stability of personal assets 
before any personal loan could be secured. 

Lent sums vary in size according to the user (i.e., individual vs. 
corporate), their needs, and their assessed creditworthiness. As a 
result, loans can start at a few dollars (USD equivalent) to finance 
daily/weekly consumption, to more serious investments in the 
thousands (USD equivalent). 

THE COLLATERALIZATION CHALLENGE
Depending on the type of borrower, additional questions arise 
regarding sufficient collateral and collateral covering. Micro- 
and mezzanine-financing often involve informal entrepreneurs 
who are scaling their business; here, the level of traceability 
and reliability of property ownership as collateral varies greatly 
across regions. For example, as described in 'Customer Journey 
3: Mongan Grows his Barber Shop,' it is almost nonexistent 
in Tanzania given 76% of the economy is informal. In contrast, 
Senegal's property registration structure permits lenders to seize 
vehicles at the other end of the country in the absence of loan 
repayment. Without an efficient and transparent system for 
determining (and if necessary, collecting) collateral, it is impossible 
for lenders to create accountability and enforce unpaid loans. Its 
absence kills the potential for a viable credit market. 

In addition, for places that have under-developed identity 
repositories or where lenders do not share user data, it is 
impossible for new creditors to verify the credit records and 
reliability of a given borrower. Further limitations emerge 
through the diffusion of fraudulent bank statements that do not 
represent the true financials of users which our interviewees 
described as an unfortunate, but not uncommon, practice. These 
practices are curtailed through requiring other types of physical 
collaterals (such as a vehicle) in addition to providing a verifiable 
income sheet, and even guarantors, for a loan. 

USER DATA AND CUSTOMER ACCOUNTABILITY
A further improvement in securing customer accountability has 
occurred with the addition of Banking Verification Numbers (BVN) 
in Nigeria, which introduced biometric registration to the country 
in 2015. BVNs tell lenders how many accounts a user has in other 
organizations. The addition of BVNs also further accelerated the 
digitization of ID systems throughout the country, such as driver’s 
licenses, national identity, and passports. For BVNs to function as 
intended, however, requires that the lenders are able to access 
this precious information. 

Identify verification and tracking systems like BVNs also function 
as a step to protect customers from entering into an unfortunately 
common, vicious circle of borrowing more to repay previous 
debts, as has been exemplified by the Kenyan experience 
(Safavian and Zia, 2018). Checking customers' credit history prior 
to loan issuance ensures the presence of a stopgap, though does 

not address the core issue of "easy" digital access to loans with 
predatory interest rates. More generally, an ‘open banking’ data-
sharing system would bring noticeable time and technical gains to 
lenders in assessing credit worthiness, allowing them to distribute 
appropriately-sized, repayable loans rather than simply leaving 
unserved an entire market in need. 

Within the Nigerian Fintech ecosystem, startups such as 
Flutterwave and Paystak have greatly simplified and extended 
access to loans from what was previously an almost nonexistent 
market for retail credit across Sub-Saharan Africa (though as with 
most cases, Nigeria, Kenya, and especially South Africa served as 
exceptions). What would previously have required a loan seeker 
to have on hand twelve post-dated cheques to simply obtain a 
loan now can be obtained much quicker. Through tools of digital 
finance, these startups and others like them have simplified debit 
and loans to a level that traditional banks simply could not reach. 

BUILDING USER PROFILES THROUGH MOBILE DATA
The ability for apps to connect to mobile operating systems (such 
as Android) has allowed Fintechs to covertly obtain extensive 
data on their users. This information allows them to conduct 
credit assessment quickly, though at the price of user privacy. 
By reviewing users' text communications with their banks when 
adding/withdrawing money, paying bills, or receiving 'welcome' 
SMS messages when traveling abroad, these Fintechs are able 
to build a more complete financial picture of an individual that is 
used to inform that user's financial profile. 

In-app behavior serves as a further signal when users fill out short 
'2-min survey' forms or when Fintechs make assumptions about 
customers based on the type of phone they use. Here, an obstacle 
arose for those services who served only Android5 OS without 
looking at iOS information, since iOS privacy settings withheld 
information that would otherwise be scraped to build the users’ 
financial profile.

Outside of Nigeria and where telecoms are already well 
established, arguably the safest and cheapest method of building 
these much needed information and accountability systems is by 
allowing telecoms to enter the loan market. Indeed, their existing 
access to data on millions of users uniquely positions them to 
explore user patterns and be able to identify who will be able to 
pay back their loan, based on past data. This was exemplified by 
Kenya’s case, with the development of M-Shwari as a second stage 
to Safaricom’s M-Pesa payment solution. 

Ultimately, expanding access to potential loan recipient data 
in this way will likely benefit users through democratizing  and 
systematizing access to credit. Such expansion will directly 
impact individual opportunities to invest in important personal or 
community projects as well as scale existing SMEs. This change 
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[5] Android is the most popular operating system across the continet, with 

83.69% of mobile operating systems in Africa as of Jan 2021 (O'Dea, 2021).
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can also encourage individuals to consider multiple options for 
lending, offering viable alternatives to the traditional community-
based lending models to which many communities have been 
historically attached (for most out of necessity, yet for others as 
a personal choice). For lenders, these changes would allow the 
development of a scalable market addressing an estimated USD 
$360bn gap today across the continent, according to platform 
advisory and investment company Applico (Moazed, 2020). 
New creditor solutions challengers could rise in partnership 
with telecoms, building on or expanding existing digital finance 
infrastructure to offer users competitive credit options.
 
FUNDING AND INVESTMENT GAPS
Across the continent, new organizations providing credit have had 
issues sourcing the money needed to lend. For what are hopefully 
obvious reasons, it is hard for a new firm to build a lending model 
without initial external funding or self-feeding its offered service 
through an existing saving platform. Credit is easy to sell; gathering 
people's savings is significantly harder. The absence of funds to 
loan for banks and other traditional lenders has exposed their 
lending facility, especially with respect to currency exchanges. 

Partial solutions to this have been brought by global funds such as 
the European Investment Bank (EIB) that can provide the funding 
— traditonally through micro-credit organizations — to run lending 
activities with the express goal of generating concrete positive 
social and economic effects like increasing financial inclusion. 
Another apparent solution is to allow the entry of telecoms, who 
have already built the saving dimension of the business via mobile 
wallet services, but have been historically restrained by local 
regulations in developing lending activities as well. 

PREREQUISITES TO SERVICE
The regulatory restrictions described in the earlier 'Payment 
Solutions' section apply just as well, if not even more so, to lending 
solutions. Credit regulations have also evolved unpredictably 
in certain cases (e.g., Nigeria and Tanzania), with the effect of 
increasing operating costs while decreasing development and 
accessibility. While established firms (such as OPay in Nigeria) 
operate across several services, excessive market entry restrictions 
have thus far harmed the rise of challenging firms that could force 
down prices while boosting improvements in offered services 
and their underlying technological quality (e.g., Paga, Fairmoney, 
Palmpay). On the other hand, the introduction of certain regulations 
to protect customers from excessively high ("predatory") interest 
rates has been welcomed in Kenya, and serves as a precedent 
to understand the existing risks of too loosely regulated lender 
activity. 

Concerning loan provision, the existing traditional banking sector 
actors have shown a strong preference against smaller structures 
such as SMEs given their higher risk profiles. Very little information 
is often available for small firms (e.g., no benchmarks) and even 
less for those operating in the informal economy. Countries across 
the Western and Southern regions also pose a critical scalability 
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challenge because of their smaller geographic and demographic 
scale. This means that banks and Fintechs will not go there alone 
at first, but telecoms are well-positioned to do so because they are 
already well implemented even in smaller markets. Here, regional 
attempts to combine financial regulatory markets have been limited 
in their ability to simplify the establishment of these services. Indeed, 
telecommunications companies are forced to partner with local 
actors in each individual country and so end up facing national, 
regional and even cross-border limitations on their expansion plans. 
As an example, one interviewee working with a French bank operating 
in Senegal (Société Générale) told us how it attempted to partner with 
a major telecom in the region (Orange Money) a few years ago, but 
could not go through with the deal because of EU-based regulation 
which created unprofitable conditions for the partnership, given 
regulatory caps that were below regional limitations. 

To conclude: in many cases the best suited existing actors to provide 
credit are telecoms, which already have a large available volume of 
data on their existing user-base that can be leveraged to accurately 
assess customers' creditworthiness and distribute loans. In addition, 
they can provide loan services though their existing infrastructure 
while creating commercial incentives to use their services through 
offering free airtime linked to account creation and/or use. Telecoms' 
size and local know-how make them an appropriate candidate for 
first expansions in yet unserved (or weakly invested) territory in 
neighboring countries. However, due to the existing power struggles 
with sector incumbents that was previously highlighted, telecoms 
must still partner with regional banks to run remittance, payment 
services, and offer credit services. 

TRADITIONAL SAVINGS MODELS AND FINANCIAL LITERACY
In countries that have been trying to implement widespread formal 
credit solutions, there has been a further challenge to scalability due 
to users' weak history of repayments relative to traditional group-
lending. Structures of community lending models are such that 
maintaining good social relations within these informal savings and 
lending structures is a high priority for users, as not respecting them 
could lead to significant social and economic repercussions within 
their core social support group.6

This confrontation in priorities between repaying community-based 
models and formal banking loans is due to strong cultural influences 
coupled with a general lack of financial literacy education, including 
about the opportunities presented by formal systems. In that sense, 
easing initial regulation to allow already-recognised telecoms to offer 
their lending service directly (or in partnership with banks) would 
constitute a strong step forward to encourage people to adopt formal 
credit services. These steps, however, must be accompanied by an 
increase in general financial literacy education across the continent, 
possibly offered via these established and trusted telecoms 
themselves. 

[6] The group dynamics used to socially encourage repayment are similar to 

those employed within microfinance and community development models like 

those popularized by Muhammad Yunus' Grameen Bank (https://grameenbank.
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SAVINGS AND INVESTMENT SUPPLIERS

In the final part of this section covering the digital payments landscape, we would be amiss if we 
did not note the role of savings and investments suppliers. These stakeholders provide a platform 
for individuals to save part of their income every month (or more frequently) in different channels 
according to their personal savings and investment goals (e.g., home acquisition, education, 
retirement, etc.). In a similar manner to merchant payments, the skill, technological, developmental, 
and user financial literacy barriers that restrict these firms from providing their services remain the 
same. 

Savings and investment suppliers crucially need regulatory support that permits them to operate 
freely within a given country or, if required, to partner with existing actors. In general, however, 
the fact that individuals have demonstrated a willingness to engage with credit solutions indicates 
that the traditional roadblocks preventing individual savings and the establishment of more formal 
growth goals have been crossed. These include the barriers from poor internet infrastructure, the 
predominance of cash, and the checking of several socioeconomic indicators including financial 
education, economic stability, and the development of a steady income that permits the investment 
of additional funds. The forecasted growth in wealth creation across the continent (as described 
earlier) suggests that it is likely there will be growing demand for these services, as well as investment 
opportunities for a wider body of users rather than HNWI alone.
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From our research and interviews, we identified that merchant payment suppliers experience 
the greatest pain points around the informal businesses that constitute the core of the African 
economy. That market is split between small urban businesses and townships' informal retailers, 
street vendors, and hair salons. Depending on the region and existing technological and regulatory 
infrastructure, service provisions vary primarily based on the prevailing local digital model (i.e., 
Telecoms vs. Fintechs; mobile money vs credit cards). 

We have thus observed and identified three broad types of regulatory environments that will be 
covered in greater depth in the following section, 'Regulatory Landscape'. Briefly summarized, 
the 'South African' model is one where the regulatory environment seeks to encourage merchant 
payment challengers through sandboxes, but is generally highly bureaucratic and slow to react. A 
'Tanzanian' or 'Nigerian' model, on the other hand, historically results in unpredicable and stifling 
policies by authorities who seek to exercise an extremely high degree of control against challenger 
fintechs and in favour of incumbent merchant payment suppliers. Finally, the 'Kenyan' model is 
one where authorities have so far let dominant telecom providers act freely to exploit their existing 
large user data resources, creating information asymmetries versus new challengers entering the 
market.

THE BUSINESS MODEL
Businesses providing merchant payment solutions occupy an essential stage in the financial 
inclusion process. As highlighted in the previous 'Customer Journey' pain point maps (PAGE), the 
prevailing attachment to cash is often reinforced by technological limitations, but is not necessarily 
supported by all users (e.g., due to security reasons, as described in Journey 2: Aminatou's Saving 
Solution). In that sense, a further limitation that must be addressed is a lack of payment processing 
methods among merchants outside of highly developed urban areas. 
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MERCHANT PAYMENT SUPPLIERS

Unsurprisingly, cash prevalence increases as density and city size decline. The difficulty of reaching 
small businesses at scale in those areas has made it prohibitively costly and unprofitable for banks 
to expand their card servicing network outside of most big cities in Africa. As a result, customers 
with bank accounts from specific regions are unable to pay in these with their cards, as Aminatou 
described in her dilemma when traveling between her work in Dakar (Senegal) and visiting her 
family in Niamey (Niger).

In short, merchant payments are a key link in developing the digital finance ecosystem across 
Africa. When ineffectively run or poorly disseminated, they break the diffusion of digital payments 
and instead force users to return to ATMs, wait in long queues, and expose individuals to related 
security issues. Though its effects still remains to be seen, there is a distinct possibility of the recent 
COVID-19 pandemic catalysing the dissemination of contactless merchant payment systems as has 
been similarly observed across many other parts of the world. 

PAIN POINTS
Broadly speaking, the pain points for merchant payment suppliers are primarily those enumerated 
above. Countries where 'first-stage' digital payments and banking solutions are not yet widely 
disseminated are not seen as suitable candidates for merchant payment suppliers, as initial digital 
finance infrastructure is necessary for demand to exist. There is an existing unfulfilled need among 
merchants for non-cash payment, but our interviews and research suggest that it has not yet shifted 
to active demand in places where digital and card payments remain insignificant. We find that 
similar reasons to restricted credit solutions dissemination are also behind this: cash prevalence 
due to cultural attachment being reinforced by poor energy and internet connections, with reticent 
regulators slowing down the adoption of digital payments, all culminating in limited merchant 
demand for business solutions bridging the payment-acceptance link. Here, we can picture a 
critical user threshold above which sufficient customers adopt digital payments technologies for 
it to motivate the merchant-side shift to payment acceptance solutions. Until this occurs merchant 
payment solutions will remain limited. In countries where digital payments have already developed, 
however, payment acceptance has become more naturally integrated. 

A DICHOTOMY: FACILITATED CUSTOMER JOURNEYS VS. PRODUCT TRANSPARENCY
The lack of financial literacy education and consumers' understanding of lending as an interest-
generating activity creates a moral and technical issue for suppliers that we also believe must be 
addressed. Rising market competition coupled with relatively low customer loyalty creates pressure 
on lenders to provide quick and easy lending solutions. 

However, when more steps are added between the initial loan application and access to funds 
by way of educational content, the fewer conversions a lender will receive as borrowers seek out 
faster lending solutions elsewhere. On the other hand, the simpler and faster the lending format, 
the more organizations risk being accused of forced sales — and the less users are informed about 
the implications of simple (much less compounded) daily and monthly rates, either in interest owed 
(with credit) or interest accrued (with savings). 

CREDIT DISTRIBUTION NETWORKS
A final recurring issue highlighted in this GDI Review is the question of how to organize network 
distribution in micro-finance. Traditional actors, such as banks, function through physical branches, 
agents, banking trucks, or digitization. This presents a challenge to traditional banks who have 
historically relied on agents as their point of sale, as it creates the potential for loss of control over 
product sale as well as the degree of transparency communicated regarding their product. The 
development of collaborative digital solutions — especially those that are Fintech created, telecom-
enabled, and regulation-compliant through required partnerships with banks — are greatly reducing 
this constraint, allowing further financial inclusion while minimising fixed costs. 

DIGITAL PAYMENTS
 LANDSCAPE
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Striving to Manage Explosive Growth

KENYA & SOUTH AFRICA:
HIGHLY BANKED COUNTRIES

Over the previous decade, digital finance products and services have developed with 
explosive growth within Kenya and South Africa — the two largest actors in the digital 
finance landscape. Both areas have resultingly witnessed significant increases in 
financial inclusion, with Kenyan and South Africa bank account penetration in 2017 at 
82% and 69% respectively (including the use of mobile money) (Lotto, 2018). Given this 
unprecedented growth, their national regulatory agencies have been forced to quickly 
adapt to the variety of newly emergent  fintech services and businesses supporting the 
continuing expansion of the sector. 

CASE STUDY: KENYA

Due to the overall structure of this regulatory system, some institutions can be 
regulated by more than one entity; for example, of these four listed regulators, 
only the CBK and CMA are relevant to fintechs operating within Kenya. This can 
result in regulatory overlap, leading to burdensome and unnecessary paperwork 
and licensing procedures that act as barriers to new entrants. Such barriers could 
be removed, as well as costs reduced for both businesses and government offices, 
were a single consolidated regulator to be used instead.

While these four major financial regulators have strived to update and modernize 
their guidelines and legislation through a variety of acts to adapt to Fintech, they 
have not been sufficiently proactive in their responses as evidenced by sequences 
of technological innovation and regulatory lag. For example, the Kenyan National 

Kenya’s regulatory landscape operates through an institutional/functional 
regulatory system, meaning there are separate major financial regulators for each 
subsector. These are categorized as follows: 

1) CBK (Central Bank of Kenya): regulates commercial banks, NBFI 
(non-bank financial institutions), mortgage companies and micro 
finance institutions. 

2) RBA (Retirement Benefits Authority) 

3) IRA (Insurance Regulatory Authority)

4) CMA (Capital Markets Authority): regulates securities 
exchanges, fund managers, investment banks and schemes and 
venture capital firms
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DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA
REGULATORY LANDSCAPE

Digital finance is key to developing financial inclusion in Africa as more Fintech startups 
facilitate needed services across the continent, including payments, credit, and remittances. 
The rapid pace of adoption and expansion of these technologies, however, has led to many 
national regulatory agencies lagging behind innovations, resulting in increased levels of money-
laundering, fraud, predatory interest rates on credit, and other financial criminality. It is thus 
essential that regulators are better supported in their efforts to regularly update guidelines and 
legislation to ensure a smooth expansion of the digital finance sector. In this section, we explore 
three main elements impacting regulator efficacy across Africa: 1) the structure of regulatory 
authorities;  2) the status of digital finance legislation; and 3) compliance challenges.
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Payment Systems Act was passed four years after the debut of M-Pesa in 2007, 
by which time new innovations within the Fintech space had already emerged 
onto the market. One result of this regulatory lag was that a monopoly was 
quickly established by Safaricom (owner of M-Pesa) until, in 2014, the Kenyan 
communications authority ordered the opening of their networks to allow for 
full interoperability by 2017. The intended consequence of such legislation 
is to enable competition as well as facilitate greater interaction between the 
regulator and telecoms so as to provide a better landscape for Fintech-related 
technology development. 

Crowdfunding remains another vastly under-regulated area within the Kenyan 
context, given the lack of any specific legislation governing it. Consequently, 
multiple regulatory agencies have regulatory acts that may apply to 
crowdfunding (such as the Micro-Finance Act and Capital Markets Act), adding 
uncertainty and unnecessary regulatory overlap for this sector of digital 
financing. 

Finally, and perhaps the most significant issue facing the Kenyan landscape 
today, is the growing need for reinforced regulation promoting financial and 
data literacy. This is apparent through the proliferation of digital micro-lending 
apps within the Kenyan market, many of which charge users 1% daily interest 
loans while not appreciating the effects of compound interest. Such predatory 
rates turn this “low” daily interest rate into a significant 35% monthly or 3,800% 
annual interest rate (like that encountered by Kayode in the customer journey 
section); such figures are important given many Kenyans receive payslips 
on a monthly, rather than bi-monthly, basis. Exploitative practices such as 
these by micro-lenders have led to an unprecedented rift between them and 
government agencies, with legislation yet to be introduced that has adequately 
addressed the root of this issue. 

As can be concluded from this case study, the overall regulatory landscape 
of Kenya is such that interests among key stakeholders are often misaligned. 
Regulation and legislation are enacted through separate major financial 
regulators for each subsector, leading to an unclear patchwork that has 
historically limited competition (in the case of Safaricom’s former monopoly) or 
not adequately addressed consumer level financial education and protections 
(such as in the case of digital micro-lending apps as described above). Possible 
major conflicts of interest remain unaddressed, such as how the Kenyan 
government owns a significant stake in the largest African telecom, potentially 
setting precedent towards a lack of transparency and accountability that will 
continue to hinder the development of Kenya’s digital finance sector into the 
future if left unaddressed.

REGULATORY LANDSCAPE

CASE STUDY: SOUTH AFRICA

The other major country-level actor within the African digital finance space, 
South Africa, remains the first and only country to adopt the Twin Peak 
regulatory arrangement as of 2017; in doing so, they are following in the 
footsteps of other major developed countries including England, Australia, and 
the Netherlands. The Twin Peak structure is a relatively new type of regulatory 

REGULATORY 
LANDSCAPE
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This new Twin Peak structure has required a complete reshuffling of 
governmental organization in the South African financial sector and is not 
expected to be fully integrated until the mid-2020s. As a result, the current 
regulatory system remains a mixture of old and new elements until the new 
structure becomes formalized. 

Unlike the previous Kenyan model, the Twin Peaks model does not regulate 
specific legislative status but rather the activities carried out by a specific 
entity. Thus, despite the lack of Fintech-specific regulations, this overarching 
regulatory structure means that registration with SARB is mandatory for any 
entity to conduct financial operations. There are otherwise no additional 
specific hurdles for fintech by the regulator, enabling startups to develop and 
expand like any other South African business. 

Aside from the Twin Peaks regulatory structure, one of the largest regulatory 
issues within South Africa remains the lack of standards imposed on legacy 
banks. Indeed, since the government holds such high stakes in said banks, 
there is often a conflict of interest in controlling the amount of power they can 
hold. Furthermore, despite nearly 70% of South Africans being banked, the 
penetration of Mobile money remains extremely limited. Previous attempts 
by Vodacom and MTN were withdrawn from the country after discovering 
that client base predictions had been massively overestimated. Still, the South 
African government has set a target of 90% financial inclusion by 2030 – a figure 
that will likely require the country’s influential legacy banks to demonstrate an 
increased willingness to embrace mobile money and new fintech technologies 
if they are to reach the remaining 30% of the country’s population that is still 
remaining unbanked.

Overall, the South African digital finance regulatory landscape is such that 
there are slow signs of willingness to open dialogue with emerging Fintech 
actors. Yet, the sheer range and diversity of the sector is likely to prove a 
limiting element without the presence of a formal representative committee 
and the inclusion of a centralized, digital-finance-specialized authority.

1) SARB (South African Reserve Bank): Responsible for “stability 
in the interest of balanced and sustainable economic growth.” SARB 
also covers all prudential requirements for financial institutions 
through its PA (Prudential Authority) branch.

2) Financial Sector Conduct Authority (FSCA): Separate from 
SARB, the FSCA’s main role is to prevent misconduct of financial 
service providers. 

arrangement that gives two separate entities their own equal jurisdiction. Due 
to the fundamentally different nature of their responsibilities, this often results 
in goals that often contradict and limit the power of one regulator. 

Within the South African context, the two separate pillars of regulation are as 
follows:
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Mobile Money's "Sleeping Giants"

NIGERIA & EGYPT:
UNDERBANKED COUNTRIES

Nigeria and Egypt are presently the two countries in Africa with the highest number 
of unbanked adults (60 million and 44 million, respectively). As such, they present 
significant opportunities for growth in the digital finance sector. GSMA also refers to 
Nigeria and Egypt as mobile money’s “sleeping giants” due to their proportionally small 
adoption of mobile money and alternative finance relative to population. Given the 
latent potential for startups and other fintech players to meet these populations’ unmet 
financial needs, there is an ideal opportunity for government regulators to enable, if 
not outright facilitate, this change. 

CASE STUDY: NIGERIA

As this example shows, the CBN regulatory authority is a major gatekeeper in 
permitting the establishment and growth of digital finance businesses in the 
country. For there to be an increase in growth within Nigeria’s digital finance 
sector, and specifically the mobile money niche — thus, likely leading to greater 
digital financial inclusion for the Nigerian population — change to this regulatory 

The Nigerian government has an integrated form of regulation, meaning that the 
Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) is the sole regulator within the country and multiple 
subsections of the bank regulate specific financial sectors. As the primary and 
only financial regulator for the country, CBN ensures monetary and price stability, 
issues guidelines, and has the power to change the management of failing bank 
institutions. 

In direct contrast with both Kenya and South Africa, Nigeria has one of the most 
regulated fintech environments in Africa. There are at least seven directly related 
guideline axioms as well as more indirectly related ones, such as the Cybercrime 
Act 2015, that pertain to Fintech. This high level of regulation has led to an 
underdevelopment of several specific areas within the digital finance sector, most 
notably that of mobile money. Our analysis establishes several likely reasons 
for this situation, predominantly linked to prohibitive administrative and/or 
bureaucratic burdens that must be met by businesses for them to operate within 
the country: 

1) The CBN requires all mobile money providers to be licensed 
under strict rules; 

2) Monthly statutory returns are required by the CBN; 

3) Mobile money services require a certain share of capital to be 
eligible for licensing (in the order of USD $1M to $1B); and 

4) There being significant uncertainty in decisions by the regulator.
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CASE STUDY: EGYPT

In a similar manner to Nigeria, Egypt also operates an integrated regulatory system 
separating banking and non-banking within the overall financial sector. The objectives of 
each regulatory system are the same, but in practice offer different implementations of 
legislation. The National Bank of Egypt (NBE) operates as the bank regulator; non-bank 
financial institutions, meanwhile, are regulated by the Financial Supervisory Authority (FSA). 

Cash remains king within Egyptian society though less than 35% of the population is 
estimated to have a bank account. Mobile subscription penetration, however, remains 
high with 94 million mobile subscriptions (approximately 92% of the population). Experts 
note that mobile money and other Fintech tools targeting financial inclusion have been 
underutilized for various reasons, among those the strong culture of cash, high commission 
rates by banks on e-payments, and an ongoing lack of clarity around regulation and bank 
integration.

Egypt’s regulators have more recently attempted to assist the development of more Fintech 
providers within the country through encouraging institutional banks to support fintech 
sandboxes or set up venture capital schemes. For example, in 2019 the NBE’s historic 
building in downtown Cairo was converted into a Fintech sandbox to support incubator 
development in this sector. This sandbox is considered fully inclusive with loose eligibility 
criteria, a supportive feature for encouraging greater homegrown engagement in the 
sector. The sandbox was further supported through NBE’s unblocking of USD $58M towards 
funding local Fintech startups. 

Overall, the Egyptian regulatory authorities have in recent years demonstrated a willingness 
to shift away from legacy financial regulations and encourage major incumbent financial 
players to fund and incentive innovations within the fintech space. Further steps will need 
to be taken towards enabling greater funding and supportive fintech-specific legislation 
if these trends are to continue; if such actions take place and are supported by major 
incumbents, it is likely that Egypt will lose its status as a ‘sleeping giant’ of the digital finance 
sector, also enabling the remaining unbanked 65% of the country’s population to finally 
have access to their own bank accounts. 

1) Supporting development of sandboxes to encourage homegrown innovation;

2) Permitting telecoms to engage in lending, rather than exclusively payments;

3) Reducing friction between government regulators and fintech players;

4) Focus on establishing customer standards, rather than regulating prices; and

5) Increasing the available licensing regimes to more than two categories.

Overall, Nigeria’s current digital finance landscape remains underdeveloped compared to 
that of Kenya or South Africa largely due to overregulation, such as preventing telecom 
licensing for mobile money. We believe that were the regulatory body to permit greater 
flexibility while encouraging support for homegrown fintech innovation, there is a significant 
market opportunity waiting to be tapped.

framework will be necessary. Local Nigerian experts from various financial sectors who 
were interviewed by GDI analysts were consistent in identifying specific regulatory changes 
they believe will open this area within the country. These included:
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GHANA:
REGULATORY "GOLDILOCKS"

In our final case study of Africa’s digital finance regulatory landscape, GDI 
analysts found that Ghana appears to have developed an ideal mixture 
of an integrated regulatory framework and authority; balance between 
allowing innovation and protecting users; enabling access to regulatory 
sandboxes; and encouraging ongoing dialogue and transparency between 
innovators and regulators. 

Ghana operates with a fully integrated regulator: The Bank of Ghana. Since 
the beginning of Fintech penetration within Africa, Ghana has remained 
very favourable towards the development and use of fintech within the 
country with the primary objective being greater financial inclusion. Today, 
there are approx. 11 million users of mobile money in Ghana, representing 
roughly one third of the total population. Unlike Nigeria, this market has 
not been regulated by the Bank of Ghana to a greater extent than other 
traditional financial institutions. In addition, in a similar manner to Egypt 
(but to a greater extent) Ghana has also embraced establishing a variety 
of fintech sandbox within the country to proactively address rising issues 
related to digital financial fraud and cyber-security.

Licensing and legislation within the country remain easy for startups in the 
digital finance space to engage with, and we do not believe they will pose a 
significant hurdle for future growth.
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REGULATORY 
LANDSCAPE

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA
CORE CHALLENGES AHEAD 

Given the overall landscape of digital finance in Africa as depicted in the previous sub-sections, 
it is clear that opportunities abound for both innovative challengers and agile incumbents to 
realise significant financial and social gains in developing digital finance solutions across the 
continent. However, new entrants must remember that there are — and will likely continue to 
be, unless substantial changes take place — a need to navigate "54" Africas rather than only 
one. This perspective was highlighted multiple times during the interviews conducted for this 
report, suggesting it remains an essential and preeminent feature of this market. 

Other core obstacles also remain. For example, multiple interviewees noted how the lack of 
scalability from investing in individually smaller markets is reinforced by a systemic absence of 
quality hard infrastructure to connect people. This, in turn, fails to create conditions for demand 
and a sizable digital financial services market across the continent. The resulting dynamic 
renders the initial momentum and development of this market a highly complex one. 

Given these challenges ahead, we believe that innovators should approach core landscape-
level obstacles through their underlying drivers and relieve them by complementary methods. 
The pain points addressed in the customer journey and value chain maps can, for instance, be 
gathered into broader core challenges such as those summarized here. We believe that these 
pain points should be viewed as an opportunity to re-think the existing financial system, re-
designing it to reach the hundreds of millions that need financial inclusion to unlock their full 
potential and in turn, create a more just and fair future for Africa.
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SELECTED CORE CHALLENGES

LACK OF PHYSICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE INFRASTRUCTURE
Beyond the Nigerian and Kenyan success stories there is a degree 
of "digital vacuum." Electric and cable infrastructure are an initial 
and necessary stage to unlocking returns and global attention 
on the continent, but they themselves require initial funding. 
Furthermore, enclaved countries (such as Lesotho) lack the 
access to power and internet connections that would enable fast 
development of businesses across their regions. 

This dynamic creates a "chicken-and-egg" situation: investment 
for infrastructure that will unlock returns and further investment 
leaves their market largely untouched by the traditional financial 
actors and their challenger counterparts. Similarly, in countries 
with more developed internet connection, rural and marginalized 
areas have worse coverage and as a result cannot be properly 
served. This situation is further reinforced by weak administrative 
infrastructure (such as formal business registration and identity 
checking) across most of Sub-Saharan Africa, which in turn creates 
security, traceability and KYC challenges. 

LOCAL TRADITION AND CULTURAL PRACTICES
In many places across the continent, cash remains "king." This 
perspective is perpetuated by strong cultural and community roots, 
where many people have more trust in using, trading, and saving a 
tangible asset that can be carried around. Yet, this heavy reliance 
on physical cash also creates clear obstacles to further economic 
development. Additional issues stem from personal security 
concerns borne out of carrying physical cash; time inefficiencies 
from long ATM queues; and a lack of digitized solutions for 
merchants and customers — all issues our customer journey 
stakeholders grappled with. Finally, a combination of strong 

cultural attachments to traditional saving methods; subsistance-
level focused priorities for a large portion of the continent's 
population; and a general lack of financial literacy education and 
Fintech-focused awareness have further constrained previous 
initiatives seeking to create a shift towards formal credit solutions.

LACK OF FINANCIAL LITERACY EDUCATION
Financial literacy, including the capacity to understand the stakes 
of borrowing and the consequences of non-repayment, is a crucial 
first step in the responsible stewardship and development of any 
digital financial market. Responsibly managing consumer financial 
literacy  requires sufficient stages in between the application 
for and the reception of the service, as well as throughout the 
subsequent user experience once individuals have created 
an account, to increase awareness and understanding about 
financial operations. 

UNTAPPED EFFICIENCY AND REGULATORY CONSTRAINTS
Telecoms are among the most technologically advanced actors 
on the African continent. The large quantities of data and the 
experience they have accumulated in the past two decades have 
placed them within the best ranks to provide digital financial 
services. In addition, most large African telecoms have access 
to the global funds, infrastructure networks, human capital, and 
regional reach to extend connections and bring digital services 
within smaller countries. However, important regulatory setbacks 
constrain the development of their payment, transfer, lending and 
saving solutions. Partnering with innovative foreign African and 
global technological actors is one viable method African telecoms 
can engage with to overcome existing regulatory barriers and 
explore further engagement with these opportunities. 

CORE CHALLENGES
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AT THE CROSSROADS: SCENARIOS IN 2030

Based on the findings presented in the previous two 
sections, we believe there are three primary scenarios for 
digital finance in Africa that are likely to unfold over the 
coming decades.
 
The first of these scenarios we have described as the 
‘Status Quo’: No improvements made to infrastructure; a 
lack of regulatory and financial support for innovation; and 
worsening fall-out from large-scale risks such as increasing 
automation and climate change impacts, all leading to an 
undesirable future for Africa. 

The second of these scenarios we term the ‘Moderate 
Case’: here, picking up on existing investment trends and 
regulatory interest, there is focused support for digital 
finance innovation and inclusion, but to a limited extent. 
This future is possible but does not represent the best of 
how stakeholders across the African continent can work 
together to capitalize on the significant potential presented 
by the fourth industrial revolution. 

Finally, a third scenario – that of ‘Dynamic Change’ – is 
presented, envisioning digital finance as a catalyst for a 
better social, economic, and environmentally-supported 
future across the continent.

SCENARIOS

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA
SECTION 3: 
SHAPING THE FUTURE

WORST CASE: 
STATUS QUO

THE YEAR IS 2030. 

Early progress in digital financial services stalled following 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The promising future of financial 
inclusion and growth that had been forecast during the 2010s 
by increases in bank account ownership, uptake in digital 
payment systems, and mobile credit offerings has fallen flat, 
hampered by ongoing corruption and embezzlement scandals 
that disappeared international investments in hard and soft 
infrastructure. The promise of better internet connectivity 
and mobile phone expansions never materialized, instead 
leaving users with a fragmented network and poor, unreliable 
connections for those in landlocked countries. 

Predatory lending apps abound, trapping users in an ever-
tightening cycle of debt they can never hope to repay. For 
many, cash and community lending remain the only 'safe' 
financial resource amid the tumoult brough by ongoing 
political unrest and the hard-felt impacts of climate change, 
which have swept the landscape through events like 
increasingly severe droughts. There is little free time for 
education much less additional financial resources to spare 
beyond meeting subsistance needs. The overwhelming 
feeling is one of a miserable and ongoing state of despair. 

Start-ups that had been founded on the continent in urban 
hubs like Cairo, Lagos, and Nairobi have seen their most 
promising talent poached by foreign investors, leaving 
behind a stagnant pool of innovators grasping at what little 
funding comes their way. Regulations remain too strict — or 
in other areas, too loose — for there to be any consistant 
coordination between firms across national boundaries. 

Where there had once been predictions of burgeoning wealth 
across the continent have now been replaced with a tale of 
even starker socioeconomic inequalities and exploitation, 
both foreign and domestic.

THE YEAR IS 2030.

Early progress in digital financial services continued to slowly 
grow following the COVID-19 pandemic. The promising future 
of financial inclusion that had been forecast during the 2010s 
laid the foundation for wider adoption of bank accounts and 
digital financial services across the continent, but with the 
greatest degrees of growth remaining in the 17 main urban hubs 
dotted across the continent. Regional coordination on hard 
and soft infrastructure investments had led to reliable internet 
connectivity and the ability to use mobile phones across both 
rural and urban areas, but the reach of many digital services 
ends when users cross into another region of Africa.

Stronger user protection regulations coupled with financial 
literacy campaigns have helped break the cycle of predatory 
lending and debt that trapped mobile credit app users back in 
the late 2010s and early 2020s. For many, cash and community 
lending remain viable financial resource options, though 
younger generations are much more likely to use an array of 
digital financial services in their day-to-day life. What were once 
"reach" goals — saving up for a child's education, or getting a 
small business loan to grow a barber shop — are now within 
grasp, though still require some effort. Bank Verification 
Numbers (BVNs) based on Nigeria's model are common within 
regional areas but do not extend across the continent. 

The increasingly volatile weather caused by climate change is felt 
across the continent and has prompted a widespread migration 
into urban areas, but the worst of its predicted impacts have 
thankfully not come to pass. National governance in many places 
remains sufficiently transparent, accountable, and legitimate to 
assure the needed stability for investors to fuel some degree of 
ongoing growth. Regulatory sandboxes are widely accepted as 
a best practice. While most urban hubs offer some chance for 
growing and scaling a new Fintech, some mega-hubs — among 
them, Cairos, Lagos, and Nairobi — are known as the places to 
go for talent seeking to be part of a burgeoning, international, 
innovation scene. 

Coordination beween regulators, government, innovators, and 
investors at the regional level has led to a good outcome for 
many across Africa. While still not ideal, foundations have been 
laid for the promise of a better future yet to come. 

THE YEAR IS 2030.

Early progress in digital financial services was only the beginning of what 
would later become known as Africa's digital Renaissance.  Following the 
COVID-19 pandemic, careful stewardship of international investments 
in hard and soft infrastructure across the continent, coupled with 
active cooperation across national and regional borders, has led to a 
thriving ecosystem not relegated to urban areas alone. Mobile money 
app users are able to travel across borders with ease and, thanks to 
widespread financial literacy campaigns, more Africans than ever now 
have set up their own banking and savings accounts. Cash is optional. 
Non-predatory personal credit is widely available, and the majority of 
users have a firm grasp on how and when to best leverage it to help 
them achieve their goals. 
 
Regulations ensuring support for Fintech innovations (via regulatory 
sandboxes), coupled with robust user protections, remain balanced 
through the creation of strong, yet flexible national regulatory systems. 
Drawing on best practices from across the continent, these changes 
are accompanied by active government support and collaboration for 
entrepreneurs working in DFS. In addition to integrated regulatory 
frameworks and authority; transparency of legislative practices; and 
easy licensing procedures, national governmnets have sought to support 
developing Fintechs by limiting monopolies and continuing to prioritize 
the development of Fintech-specific legislation via collaboration with 
industry-leading organizations. 

This environment has resulted in foreign talent and investment actively 
seeking out the innovation hotspots for which Africa has become known. 
Different urban hubs are known for specialities — Lagos, for example, is 
a hotspot for SME lending innovation — and the strict and transparent 
codes of conduct embraced by firms have made many leaders in their 
fields. Skilled workers remain on the continent and are supported by 
both opportunities for professional and educational growth and a pan-
African DFS infrastructure (including a BVN database) that allows them 
to access credit and settle wherever they feel most inspired and at home.

Focused pan-African coordination and cooperation by local industry 
leaders, policy makers, entrepreneurs, and both domestic and foreign 
investors has leveraged the strengths of digital finance as a catalyst 
for a better social and economic future across the African continent. 
While difficult at times, the efforts of these leaders has resulted in the 
responsible stewardship of a more fair, just, and bountiful future, not 
just for one region of Africa — but for all. 

BASE CASE: 
MODERATE 

CHANGE

BEST CASE:
 DYNAMIC 
CHANGE
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Strong, Yet Flexible: Domestic Regulatory Frameworks

RECOMMENDATIONS
STAKEHOLDERS: REGULATORS

Given the diversity of political and technological landscapes found across Africa's 54 
countries, it is difficult to establish appropriate best practice guidelines that would 
apply to all countries involved. Thus, we instead recommend here specific best practice 
guidelines that regulators should consider, rather than focusing on the structure of the 
regulatory systems themselves. This permits a more realistic and adaptive approach 
that can be tailored as needed to the individual conditions of each country and their 
unique existing landscape.

BEST PRACTICES FOR DFS REGULATION

While this report presented Ghana as a ‘goldilocks’ case for regulation within 
the context of African's current digital finance landscape, even Ghana maintains 
opportunities for further regulatory improvement. 

Still: the country's core mixture of i) an integrated regulatory framework and 
authority, ii) balance between allowing innovation and protecting users, iii) 
enabling access to regulatory sandboxes, and iv) encouraging ongoing dialogue 
and transparency between innovators and regulators is put forward as a presently 
ideal mixture for establishing the basis of a strong, yet flexible domestic regulatory 
framework. In particular, we find that maintaining easy licensing procedures 
alongside transparent legislative practices are key to encouraging the growth of 
an innovative, robust, and accountable digital financial services sector. 

ADDITIONAL BEST PRACTICES
Beyond this initial framework, we recommend several additional practices 
that have been demonstrated to further strengthen the sustainable growth 
of a competitive digital financial services sector. These include implementing 
government support for developing Fintechs; limiting monopolies (such as 
MTN-Ghana, which currently maintains a 90% market share of mobile money); 
and continuing to prioritize the development of fintech-specific legislation via 
collaboration with industry leading organizations. 

While this list of additional best practices is not exhaustive, we believe they serve 
as a good compass for stewarding regulatory practices so as to further increase 
financial inclusion rates. Even for a regulatory best practices leader like Ghana, 
with its impressive adoption and positive sentiment towards financial innovation, 
the country's inclusion rates only stand at slightly less than 50%, creating further 
space for continuing growth and improvement. 
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PART ONE focuses on regulation, and specifically the identification of best practices. 

PART TWO delves into the role of governments and highlights specific areas for investment, 
including hard and soft infrastructure; reinforcing government legitimacy and trustworthiness; 
and the importance of government-led funds supported by Pan-African coordination. 

PART THREE highlights the central role of innovators within this space and explores 
recommendations for short term solutions addressing customer journey and value-chain 
pain-points, alongside medium- to long-term partnership opportunities. 

PART FOUR addresses the role and importance of investors as the lifeline of Africa's future in 
digital finance. 

DIGITAL FINANCE IN AFRICA
STAKEHOLDER RECOMMENDATIONS

While the previous scenarios each represent one of several  possible futures based on the findings 
presented in the previous sections, understanding the specific elements that contribute to each of them 
is crucial. In the remainder of this section, we identify the following recommendations for how specific 
stakeholder groups can support and strengthen the landscape of digital finance across Africa: 
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We believe that these specific recommendations for the obstacles identified in this report will help digital 
finance act as a catalyst for a better social and economic future across the African continent.
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Investing in Infrastructure, Reinforcing Legitimacy 

RECOMMENDATIONS
STAKEHOLDERS: GOVERNMENTS

Based on the findings previously outlined in this GDI Review, we propose here a 
combination of reforms and policy directions for government leaders. These actions 
are likely to help local and pan-African policymakers build a reliable and trustworthy 
environment supporting the development of digital financial services across Africa. 
These recommendations are selected to complement our earlier recommendations for 
regulatory authorities and designed to assist in stewarding DFS' development towards 
the same overarching goal of creating a more fair, just, and bountiful future for all 
within Africa.

INVESTMENTS IN HARD INFRASTRUCTURE
While the lack of many basic infrastructure elements has created opportunites 
for DFS challengers to identify and create innovative solutions to address 
unmet  financial needs, overarching barriers of corruption, a lack of regulatory 
infrastructure, and disjointed communciation between existing institutions and 
the young banking system have made it extremely costly for new challengers to 
engage effectively within individual smaller countries. One investor interviewed 
for this GDI Review compared reform in these smaller countries to the levels 
of complexity of the EU. Thus, it is unfortunately simultaneously too risky and 
insufficiently profitable for the majority of investors to contribute any significant 
funds towards these projects, given the high risk profiles and low returns. As such, 
governments must play a key role in stimulating investment and innovation in 
both individual countries and across Africa's five main regions by bringing needed 
investment, as well as building public support for it. 

I: INTERNET CONNECTIVITY
Reliable and resilient internet connectivity remain a major challenge to securing 
the long-term development of digital finance in Africa. As previously described, 

the state of internet infrastructure varies greatly 
across countries. 

One especially recurrent theme is that of the 
landlocked states' limited access to underwater 
cables from Europe, forcing a reliance instead on 
land-based road connections. As a result, landlocked 
states are the most exposed to poor internet 
connection and its ensuing effects on the smoothed 
adoption of digital financial services. The high costs 
of building these connections make them unscalable 
and unprofitable for private sector actors, especially 
in smaller countries that lack a scalable mass. Here, 
one option we would recommend is the loosening 
of regulatory restrictions on the entry of telecoms, 
which are often those actors with the largest 
customer-base and funds within a given region (e.g. 
Orange Money in Western Africa). This is likely to 
drive the expansion of these infrastructure services 
when done in partnership with governments. More 
generally, investment in internet infrastructure 
must stay a top priority if Africa is to unleash the 
full, transformative potential of digital finance.

II: MOBILE PHONE EXPANSION
Mobile phones are, unquestionably, the primary 
technological driver enabling Africa's shift towards 
financial inclusion and widespread engagement 
with DFS. Mobile phones are already well 
distributed across all of Africa, which creates a 
fantastic opportunity to connect individuals and 
entrepreneurs in cities, towns, and rural areas. 
Given the very large and accelerated demographic 
transition, we suggest that governments should 
continue supporting and facilitiating the expansion 
of mobile phones through open market regulation 
to ensure healthy competition.
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 III: ATM SUPPORT
ATMs constitute a major point of financial inclusion for Africans. Even within digital finance, 
their role remains prevalent in areas where cash is the main source of payment for daily 
transactions. As such, there is a question over whether to invest into full digitization of 
payments through mobile money or instead, partial digitation that could rely on the use 
of phones to take out smaller sums of money. The use of mobile wallets has filled a major 
gap in the all-cash unbanked population to provide them with solutions to save their 
money securely, even without access to a physical bank account. 

Considering the prevalence of cash in many countries, it seems both unrealistic and 
unviable to completely stop investing in ATMs in favor of digitization. In that sense, we 
argue that the existing supply and quality of ATMs must be improved as a response to 
demand in countries that have not yet seen a significant shift to digital payments as 
done in Kenya and Nigeria. Such support would require innovations in ATM technology 
specifically to address the jamming of well-used bills and/or improvements in ATM 
maintenance accessibility. These improvements will bring further ease and flexibility 
to users and promote the adoption of a mix between community-supported daily cash 
transations combined with telecom and bank-distributed cards and mobile wallets for 
larger sums and savings. 

IV: PROMOTING INTEROPERABILITY OF TELECOM OPERATORS FOR STARTUPS 
The interoperability of telecoms refers to their ability to connect each other’s clients 
across their services. It results in a much broader range for each telecom's clients to 
communicate among the multiple services and borders — for instance, between South 
Africa and Botswana. An ideal network would be one that connects all telecom's range 
for a complete interconnectivity of the client base. This would in turn result in fewer 
monopolies — provided the major telecoms are compliant — as smaller fintech startups 
could now engage with the larger pool of possible clients. Competition would then drive 
performance up and possibly prices down, resulting in a greater provider drive towards 
innovation in services and products, and more satisfied and included clientele.

INVESTMENTS IN SOFT INFRASTRUCTURE

SKILLED WORKER INVESTMENT
As previously mentioned, a striking proportion of successful African DFS providers have 
exported core capabilities of their businesses to either Europe or North America due to 
the lack of a reliable, strong pool of local candidates in the continent, and now operate 
from there. To address this drain, governments must continue to invest in developing 
and providing world-class professional and business education for local populations. 
This investment will cultivate the necessary pool of candidates with the professional skills 
need to support a flourishing of DFS in Africa. 

Furthermore, we strongly recommend that governments consider further incentives to 
encourage skilled minds to return to or stay in Africa, rather than leave for higher-income 
regions. These incentives may take the form of additional professional development 
opportunities, continuing business education, or even strengthening support for venture 
creation opportunities via robust DFS incubator and/or accelerator programmes. 

FINANCIAL LITERACY EDUCATION
Financial literacy and technological education both play foundational roles in allowing the 
Fintech sphere to broaden its scope of inclusion, allowing individuals and communities 
to learn about the improvements that Fintech tools can make to their standard of living 
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and the creation of future opportunities. Public organizations and educational institutions must 
prioritize teaching both to the population from a young age, ensuring that basic knowledge skills 
around wages, payments, and interest rates become routine in everyday life. If education around 
these skills becomes standarised, then finanical literacy is likely to dramatically increase. Individual 
consumers can be empowered to identify high interest rates and predatory financial contract 
clauses, stopping one source of debt cycles up front. Furthermore, continuing adult education and 
informational campaigns explaining the gains of using DFS (such as mobile money payments or 
savings accounts, possible through in-app public-private collaborations) may help in reducing the 
widespread reliance on physical cash, decreasing those specific security concerns as people and 
communities  make increasingly informed choices about how they manage their financial resources. 

ADMINISTRATIVE INFRASTRUCTURE
As one interviewee argued, the entire rise of digital finance in Africa could be linked to ineffective 
administrative infrastructures. Indeed, the very poor levels of bankarization and business 
registration have created a common feature across all 54 African countries: that of the informal 
economy’s major proportion of national wealth. The development of DFS triggers the possibility of 
increasing inclusion to levels that would have previously seemed otherwise impossible, and in doing 
so has further opened the gate to improving administrative processes. 

Here, the development of national identity systems is an opportunity that has been seized by 
governments such as Nigeria and Senegal. Both countries have integrated personal identification 
as a necessary step in buying a sim card. This not only allows service providers to trace the identity 
of any person conducting a digital transaction (which can be of great security importance for 
governments), but it also creates a reliable way of tracing someone’s collateralized property. A 
well-functioning identity checking system thus creates the possibility of building an efficient and 
lasting credit system in which lenders can enforce their loans. For firms, it further promotes better 
knowledge of their interlocutors and creates important time gains by digitizing KYC processes, 
rather than requing inefficient manual identification and face-to-face meetings. At a regional level, 
initiatives such as the CDAO (West African Economic Community) work to uniformize ID cards to 
mutualize the system. Efforts like these would further reinforce the sharing of information across 
countries and promote cross-border transactions for further region-level financial inclusion. 

One best practice example, that of the the Nigerian Bank Verification Number (BVN), links all of an 
individual’s bank accounts together by registering them under one number. This allows lenders 
to know how many accounts the applicant has along with their credit history. We recommend 
that this information system be adopted in other countries as well, and that it should serve as a 
central repository accessible by all recognized banks and financial actors as a means to promote 
information-sharing and the spread of digital financial services via enhanced KYC processes. 

OFFERING ALTERNATIVES TO CASH CULTURE
While recognizing the historical and cultural importance of cash culture, we also acknowledge that 
continued reliance on it must be reduced if mobile money is to expand. For many purposes the 
latter has clear advantages over its physical counterpart: mobile money can be transferred over a 
distance; one can carry as much/little of it as wanted; it is difficult to physically steal; it can be used 
for online purchases; users do not have to queue at ATMs; users can transfer to their contacts 
database; and as has been made apparent by the recent COVID-19 pandemic, is not a vector of 
potentially infectious disease. We believe that an increased proportion of digitized payments and 
mobile transfers would yield more effectiveness and personal security compared to carrying cash. 

However, we do also acknowledge several limitations of prioritizing mobile money, including its 
inaccessibility to illiterate populations as well as general cybersecurity concerns. Both of these 
limitations are ongoing issues that we believe governments across Africa are already seeking to 
address. Thus, rather than being seen as barriers, we believe that efforts to facilitate the growth of 
the DFS ecosystem can also be used to address these issues as well.
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REINFORCING GOVERNMENT LEGITIMACY & TRUSTWORTHINESS
As was frequently mentioned during our expert interviews, governance across Africa is often 
perceived both domestically and internationally to be unsustained and lacking in policy continuity 
from one government to another. As a result, and from an investor perspective especially, efforts 
by any one government to introduce new, restrictive regulations on DFS are likely to reduce their 
perceived legitimacy as well as domestic innovation. 

Initially keeping regulation generally low and flexible, yet strong on consumer protections, 
has repeatedly been identified as an essential feature in supporting the growth of Africa's 
DFS ecosystem and as the best shot at encouraging innovation and investment. Generally 
low regulation is necessary to simulate innovation in an existing weak-trust environment, but 
governments also need to anticipate when to step in to protect customers. As described by one 
interviewed investor, governments need to "under-regulate, smartly". 

At a second stage — once there is a well-developed DFS ecosystem offering a variety of competing 
services — government bodies and regulatory authorities should start to regulate in a way that 
continues consumer protections, promotes business expansion, and restricts the possibility of 
monopoly development. One way to do this is through the use of government sandboxes and 
Fintech leaders' business committees, where legislation can be cooperatively developed and self-
implemented under the monitoring eye of the domestic regulatory authority.

GOVERNMENT-LED FUNDS AND PAN-AFRICAN COORDINATION
Government led funds have been slowly increasing as more African countries have witnessed 
their effect on the economy and increased financial inclusion due to DFS. Investments and 
bursaries are now common across the major national players of DFS and are starting to emerge 
in new Fintech markets like Egypt, which recently saw an investment of EGP 1B (approx. USD 
$68.7M) into DFS startups. A more consistent and committed series of investments is likely to 
promote locally-based startup development activity in the offering countries, rather than result 
in promising startups moving their core capabilities to another, more attractive country, has has 
been witnessed with previous African payment solution firms.

Additionally, regional cooperation unfortunately remains at a minimum, with most bridges 
between countries either taking the form of multinational institutions or the two monetary unions 
of Africa. Greater cooperation between governments and international committees of financial 
technologies are prime examples of how best practices could be shared and assimilated on the 
basis of recurrent feedback.

INTERNATIONAL FUNDS, ACCOUNTABILITY, AND TRANSPARENCY
Institutional investment funds can provide an important driver of dynamism and confidence 
within the African digital finance landscape. Besides ongoing direct foreign investment from 
China, funds such as the European Investment Bank have a development-oriented strategy 
and have been investing into credible projects (notably in micro-finance) that have promise of 
significant social and economic impact. We believe that the addition of further global funds (e.g., 
the EIB, the IMF or the World Bank) could provide further access to key funding channelled in 
favour of financial inclusion. 

This funding is needed at all levels, from significant initial investments for the infrastructure 
projects needed to support widespread DFS offerings, all the way to smaller support for SMEs. 
Mezzanine-financing is especially needed for those firms seeking to scale their businesses within 
Africa, yet who do not currently have access to the necessary credit lines to do so from traditional 
banks. Governments would further gain from building strong national and regional frameworks 
at the intersection of regulatory and financial policy, and to receive support in doing so in a 
transparent and accountable manner from these international funds.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
STAKEHOLDERS: INNOVATORS

Our research findings suggest the lack of scalability from investing in individually smaller markets is reinforced by an absence of reliable, 
robust supporting infrastructure to connect people. This, in turn, does not create conditions for demand and a sizable digital financial services 
market. The resulting dynamic makes the initial momentum and development of the market a highly complex one. We thus recommend that 
challengers and incumbents invest in African countries within a coordinated enterprise across public and private stakeholders while and 
maintaining a regionally-tailored approach, especially in smaller markets.

IMMEDIATE RECOMMENDATIONS

ADDRESSING CUSTOMER PAIN POINTS

Multiply service offerings through internal expansion and partnerships: Consumers find most value in having a centralized service 
for payments and transfers, borrowing, and parallel services including remittances, airtime top up, bill payments and the ability to 
connect their bank account. Low levels of customer loyalty in certain areas could be reduced by innovators offering a single diversified 
(and resilient) service that covers multiple daily transactions. This would further help to fight the strong cash culture by opening the 
door to an entire range of services accessible by digital payments. Challengers and incumbents should seek to exploit the strengths 
of the existing regulatory environment to their benefit, creating innovative partnerships from the wealth of startups, telecoms, and 
banks. 

Reduce international sending fees: Given that these often serve as financial support for families, high fees greatly impede on 
customers' satisfaction. This further forces users to rely on informal channels of remittances in cash, exposing them to the previously 
mentioned security concerns. Addressing this pain point will likely increase both competitiveness and customer loyalty.

Internationalize transferring services in Africa: Maintenance transfers are inter-regional, from one African country to another. 
However, if services are not provided through banks or bank partnerships, it is often impossible to operate remittances to a 
neighboring country. Operators would gain in visibility and usage by extending the reach of their service to cross-border operations 
through bank-partnerships or other local actors as much as they can, given domestic and/or pan-African regulations. 
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Build a strict and transparent internal code of conduct: As challengers and innovators use increasing 
volumes of user data to tailor their offerings, the confidence in and durability of digital finance will rely on 
a restricted and respectful approach to user privacy, and for consumers, clearly displaying the terms and 
conditions of offered DFS.

Invest in users’ education: This includes education regarding basic digital payments targeted at marginalised 
and/or rural areas, to educating borrowers and savers on rates of interest, repayment period, borrowing 
limitations, etc. Banks have not invested sufficiently in financial literacy for marginalized populations, 
resulting in a real market gap. This initial investment would be capitalized as soon as the critical number of 
users becomes sufficiently large to organically attract new users out of common use. Educational measures 
should be included both at the user-attraction stage and once users have adopted the app:
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ATTRACTING & 
EMPOWERING 
NEW USERS

EDUCATING
EXISTING USERS

Many individuals across the continent currently lack financial literacy education, 
and so do not fully grasp relative gains offered by new digital saving and payment 
solutions versus existing cash-based informal community systems. 

Spreading awareness about the benefits of using DFS should be a constant goal 
for innovators. Significant trust issues do exist on both sides of the credit system, 
as many Africans tend to prioritize repayment of community-saving groups over 
formal lending systems for reasons previously discussed. This, in turn, erodes 
scalability and trust, as formal lenders exit smaller and more challenging markets 
and customers see no durable alternative to adopt as a result.

Deeply investing into building a two-sided trust relationship with local 
communities will provide the best durable path to building customer loyalty 
and scalability. Some firms already use a significant portion of their budget and 
workforce to deploy brand name through promoters, commission programs, 
and developing commercial incentives. Beyond this, innovators should focus 
on maintaining strong cybersecurity capabilities, investing in financial literacy 
education (possibly through public-private partnership campaigns), and ensuring 
transparency and accountability throughout their customer interactions.

Ultimately, we believe that creating a strong foundation of trust will serve as  
a much-needed stepping stone to accelerate users' acceptance of DFS as one 
element in their portfolio of financial resources, no matter how large or small.

Lenders experience significant pressure to limit the number of steps between 
the application and reception of a loan if they seek to stay competitive. However, 
providing a degree of initial training and regular graphical content (possibly under 
the form of short, educational pop-up videos) would improve user understanding, 
increase trust, and ultimately empower consumers in their use of DFS. 

This is particularly important to distinguish legitimate DFS from existing 
predatory and abusive interest systems. Similarly for business and 
merchant users, educational content in favor of management guidance 
and entrepreneurial tips could play a role in strengthening client-provider 
trust. This pop-up content could be of further use to develop KYC solutions.



ADDRESSING VALUE CHAIN PAIN POINTS

Provide incentives for skilled workers to remain in Africa: In addition to government-led incentives, innovators 
should also develop strong incentives to skilled workers to remain local rather than moving abroad. Examples of 
these could include a regular practice of including stock options; routine professional training and development; and/
or favouring cross-company partnerships to increase resilience and attractiveness. 

Create a "melting pot" of ideas and innovation: In conjunction with attracting and supporting the development 
of a strong local talent pool is the idea of "making more" from the diverse dispersed ideas and initiatives flowing 
regularly across the continent. Given the systemic lack of managerial training, widespread professional businesss 
education, and awareness of DFS-relevant ‘best practices’, investors and firms should encourage the development of 
innovation clusters such as incubators, accelerators, and co-working areas for entrepreneurs and university students. 
These creative spots would gather people with similar ideas, aims, and ambitions to critically guide them in their 
entrepreneurial path toward further innovation and the materialization of great projects. One such existing example 
is that of Stellenbosch University's award winning LaunchLab, founded in 2013 (LaunchLab, 2021).

Building a Pan-African Bank Verification Number (BVN) Open-Database: Currently missing in Africa's continental 
DFS ecosystem — yet of significant value — is an open-database available to all recognized banks and financial actors 
(incl. digital challengers and innovators) that would create a system to share an individual’s digital credit history (à la 
Nigeria's BVN) to enable a better assessment of applicants’ solvability. Such a database would increase transparency, 
accountability, and general trust on both provider and consumer sides. Understandably, this database would have to 
be developed hand-in-hand with a high standard of transparency and monitored internal codes of conduct.
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MEDIUM- TO LONG-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations in this section require the use of partnerships 
to execute, as they address systemic barriers and more complex issues 
preventing widespread engagement and deployment of DFS in both local 
contexts and across the continent:

INVESTMENT IN PROMISING TECHNOLOGIES
The recent COVID-19 pandemic has confirmed and accelerated a trend 
towards DFS that will not shape both Africa and the greater world’s future in 
terms of payments and information-sharing. Big data generated by digital 
payment habits and accounts will remain a cornerstone to the investments 
and ventures of tomorrow. As such, investors across the landscape should 
see African projects  engaged with these promising technologies — whether 
they be small or large, from challengers or established incumbents — as 
uniquely opportune and with significant return outlooks.

INVEST IN INTERNET INFRASTRUCTURE
Poor internet connections stop inhabitants of many countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa from digitizing payments and further connecting discrete 
elements of their economy. Yet, as an entire nation’s GDP works at the pace 
of access to power and internet connection, the returns from investing in 
infrastructure connections for enclaved countries and marginalized areas 
are likely to be significant. This foundation is a prerequisite to subsequent 
investments to fill the major gap for digital payments, and to scaling 
operations from there. The recent COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the 
major and accelerated role of digital technologies not only in connecting 
actors globally, but more than ever to enable financial operations at 
a distance. Based on our research and interviews, we believe there is a 
significant future market in these solutions. 

INVEST IN ATM OUTLETS
Given it is unlikely that the strong cash culture present in most nations 
across the African continent will disappear overnight, investing in ATMs 
will help reduce the current time and technological inefficiencies from 
long queues and resulting security concerns. Such support could include 
innovations in ATM technology specifically to address the jamming of 
well-used bills and/or improvements in ATM maintenance accessibility. 
ATMs could also more widely function through mobile phones, as they 
already do in Senegal (for example, via Société Générale’s YUP service). 

CREATE A ROBUST PAYMENT INFRASTRUCTURE
The absence of an established network of physical banks across most 
countries in Africa, and especially outside of developed urban areas, has 
greatly limited access to essential payments infrastructure. Included in 
this is a lack of merchant payment processing methods, such as payment 
terminals, which still occupy a crucial role in restricting merchants' access 
to card-penetrated markets such as South Africa. Innovators who are able 
to effectively distribute terminals and payment processing infrastructure 
will likely play a key role in equipping merchants and facilitating greater 
DFS-enabled financial inclusion.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
STAKEHOLDERS: INVESTORS

BUILDING INVESTMENT MOMENTUM
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Until the early 2000s, the case for signficant investment in Africa was limited: ongoing 
political instability created turmoil as countries recovered from decades of colonial 
rule; exploitative foreign resource grabs abounded; and a lack of labour infrastructures 
all severely hindered foreign and local investment into the expansion of nearly all non-
commodity related sectors. However, the continent has since seen a change over the past 
20 years which has led to increasing interest in its burgeoning DFS sector. The ability to 
skip legacy systems, unlike like MEDCs, has opened up a world of DFS-enabled possibilities, 
empowering Africa to embrace the opportunities of new technologies and thrive.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Amidst this excitement, however, we must acknowledge that the continent's 
investment ecosystem still currently remains fragile and susceptible to the ebbs 
and flows of the global financial situation. In 2008, for instance, many foreign 
investors withdrew from the African market to cover their portfolios, viewing the 
continent as a speculative risk investment. It will take time, effort, and continued 
support for international institutions to come to terms with the post-colonial and 
despotic ambiance much of Africa experienced during the period of 1960-2000, 
but we believe more and more will continue to come onboard.

DFS are one of the first large-scale, non-commodity based assets of African 
countries including Kenya, Tanzania, South Africa, Ghana, and Nigeria. DFS has 
seen a boom in innovators backed by big institutions like Orange, Stripe and 
Visa. The importance in keeping this stream of cash going for the development of 
the digital payments space is essential if its reach is to become pan-African, and 
people connected to previously inaccessible services.  

CASH CIRCULARITY & 'POACHING' TALENT
The risk of relying on foreign investment is high but currently unavoidable. What 
must therefore be ensured is the protection from cash drains (i.e., investments 
which only benefit multinational conglomerates as the cash returns to the 
country of origin). Investors must develop ties to local-level start-ups with stakes 
in the local economy to provide a higher degree of cash circularity, and help in 
the macro-level development of the area.  Paystack’s acquisition by Stripe is one 
such example.

Another risk is the ‘poaching’ of African start-ups and the relocation  of their 
core capabilities to higher reward profile countries. This has the potential to 
affect African financial services in the long term as a net exporter of talent and 
innovation (i.e., creating a ‘brain drain’). Efforts to develop the local financial 
landscape with investments in infrastructure and talent will encourage strong, 
sustained growth in the upcoming years, and highlight the crucial importance of 
simultaneously optimizing regulatory regimes (as mentioned).
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CONCLUSION

CONCLUSION  
& SUMMARY

The analysis conducted in this report first focused on an evaluation of the present state of digital finance in Africa, 
incorporating an ecosystem map to identify the geographical and industry distribution of current and emerging fintech 
players across the continent. We then analysed the fundamental and ongoing trends determining the environment 
in which digital finance in Africa is and will be taking place, identifying both critical near-term and longer-term factors 
that will shape this landscape in the years to come. These results are clustered in four main groups of findings:

FUNDING
DISTRIBUTION

UNADDRESSED 
PAIN POINTS

Distribution of the total USD $1.1B in VC funding across Africa is highly stratified, 
with 70% concentrated on payment solutions alone. While serving an immediate 
need across the continent, this concentration of financing neglects building up 
the financing ($68M USD in funding, or approx. 6% of the overall landscape) and 
investment services ($35M USD funding, or 3% of the overall landscape) necessary 
to strengthen the African digital financial ecosystem in the years to come. 

Despite the high concentration of funding in the payment solutions space, our 
analysis identified multiple existing unsatisfactorily addressed pain points within 
customer journeys across the continent. Such gaps suggest high untapped potential 
for the emergence of new ventures meeting these needs in the coming years — 
dependent, of course, on conditions across the overall landscape.

A significant historical barrier limiting the development of products 
and services in Africa's digital finance space has been the tendency 
of individual countries to either over- or under-regulate. Given both  
a) the novelty of many of these emerging products and services, as well as b) 
the difficulties governments in both the developed and developing world face in 
classifying them within existing financial services or technology sectors, we find that 
there needs to be greater ongoing dialogue  between stakeholders. Specifically, 
innovators and regulators must reach a balance allowing innovation within the 
digital finance sector alongside the protection of these same users, as well as greater 
coordination across countries and regions within the African continent. Several 
country-level case studies are presented in this Review (e.g., under-regulation in 
Kenya, overregulation in Nigeria, and a ‘goldilocks’ case study found in Ghana).

UNCOORDINATED
REGULATORY 
LANDSCAPE

Access to talent, funding, and hard infrastructure are three primary roadblocks 
identified as limiting growth in the digital finance landscape within Africa. We found 
that talen has become highly concentrated primarily in South Africa (greatest pool) 
with smaller, yet viable, emerging talent pools in Kenya, Nigeria, and Egypt. Funding 
access, too, currently remains concentrated in viable ecosystems though remains 
below the global average. New ventures in other African markets also continue to 
face difficulties in accessing equity financing due to higher risk profile. 

Finally, access to reliable hard infrastructure remains a significant hurdle. Stable 
internet connections, electricity, and (for more remote or disadvantaged users) 
access to basic mobile phones remain barriers that must be overcome for the 
digital finance sector to flourish across Africa. Yet, these same hurdles presently 
remain restrictive due to the financial cost and regulatory complexity of internet 
infrastructure coupled with cross-border interoperability.

CRITICAL FURTHER 
ROADBLOCKS TO 
GROWTH
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TECHNICAL NOTES
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The findings presented in this Review paint an image of a promising, yet presently still insufficiently stewarded 
future for digital finance in Africa. To appropriately leverage the strengths of digital finance as a catalyst for a better 
social and economic environment across the African continent — while still remaining aware of its limitations as a 
tool — requires focused and coordinated efforts by all stakeholders involved. We thus recommend the following 
actions for regulatory leaders, government, and investors alike to take in the short-, medium-, and long-term to 
catalyze the realization of this dynamic future in a structured and responsible manner:

In this appendix we provide additional detail on the data and methodology used in this report. The core research for this report was conducted 
over the summer of 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, the researchers for this report were constrained by the geographical 
limitations and conducted all interviews, literature reviews, and database analysis virtually. 

A. INTERVIEWS
GDI Analysts conducted over 20 semi-structured interviews with geographic and sector experts within the African Digital Finance space during 
the summer of 2020. These experts included managing and regional directors of incumbent companies in the sector; reporters; entrepreneurs 
within the Fintech space; regulators and government officials; investors; and academics specializing in Fintech. The majority of interviewees 
were geographically based in the major Fintech hubs of Africa (Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, South Africa, etc.), with a few based at that time in North 
America and/or Europe. 

B. DATABASES
CrunchBase
Business information platform Crunchbase was used to source information on startups as well as privately and publically held companies 
operating within the African Fintech space. While considered a standard resource for investment and academic research on startups, we are 
aware that there are missing data and limitations on the accuracy of crowdsourced data (Morelix, 2016). 

GSMA Mobile Money Deployment Tracker
GDI Analysts used the GSMA Mobile Money Deployment Tracker to build a picture of the geographical distribution of mobile money and digital 
finance across African countries as well as to obtain a list of international technological actors and partnerships. The Deployment Tracker 
monitors global mobile money services through a combination of primary and secondary sources collected on a monthly basis. The database 
allowed us to follow live services in each African country, including their launch year, the range of mobile money products provided (e.g., peer-
to-peer transfers, bill payments, airtime top up etc.), and to map out relevant partnerships with banks and technological actors. This data was 
invaluable in building a solid overview of the number and origin of mobile money actors across regions and countries of Africa as well as to 
understand the penetration of global technological actors within each market (e.g., Huawei’s technological partnerships with TNM and M-Pesa 
respectively in Malawi, DRC and Mozambique, among others).

GSMA Mobile Money Regulatory Index
The GSMA Mobile Money Regulatory Index was used to identify regulatory systems across SSA. The GSMA MMRI is a single composite indicator 
used to measure how enabling a county’s regulatory approach is. It follows 26 indicators across six main categories that rank systems from 0 
to 100: authorisation, consumer protection, KYC, agent network, transaction limits and infrastructure and investment environment. We used 
the index to distinguish among regional regulatory patterns and to build our own classification of regulatory frameworks between over- and 
under- regulation, portraying some key case studies and ultimately identifying a best practice example with Ghana’s ‘Goldilocks’ approach.

Regulatory Datasets
Given the non-centralised nature of African government websites, regulatory information was identified by visiting each individual country’s 
central bank website(s). Often times there would not be sufficient information to paint a full picture, which prompted the use of more specific 
regulating entities’ websites. When a specific government was too fragmented into multiple regulatory agencies, it was more task specific 
and efficient to use third party websites more applicable to mobile and data laws such as Thomson-Reuters guides. This was essential in 
building the full picture of what regulation was in each part of Africa and how that impacted the development of mobile moneys and digital 
payment services. On some government websites, however, it was extremely difficult to extract any applicable information on the topic 
(mainly principle based regulatory systems); examples of this include regulatory information on Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Chad.

C. GOOD DATA TALKS (LIVE EVENT)
A live, virtual panel discussion took place on 5 March, 2021, with invited guest speakers Mr. Austin Okere (Founder at CWG and Entrepreneur 
in Residence, Columbia Business School) and Dr. Patrick Saidu Conteh, PhD, FCCA, FCIB, MBA (SSA Regional Health Lead at Cambridge Centre 
for Alternative Finance). This event served as a summary and discussion of the major findings presented in this report, with Mr. Okere and Dr. 
Conteh providing futher context and discussion regarding topics including regulation and further Fintech development opportunities.

I.  Develop a strong pipeline for domestic and international investment in promising local  
  technologies;
II. Prioritize investment in building strong internet infrastructure across the continent; and 
III. Support the dissemination of needed digital payment infrastructure across the continent  
  and not merely in developed urban areas.

IMMEDIATE RECOMMENDATIONS

I.  Multiplying payment, credit, and merchant payment service offerings through internal   
     expansions & partnerships;
II. Reduce international sending fees;
III. Internationalize transfer services within Africa;
IV. Immediate public and private investment in financial literacy education; and
V. The construction of strict and transparent internal codes of conduct for all regulators and  
     service providers in the digital financial services landscape.

MEDIUM-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS

I.  Provide strong incentives for skilled workers to return to or remain in Africa (e.g., via   
  professional development opportunities, continuing business education, supporting   
  venture creation opportunities, etc.);
II. Create a "melting pot" of ideas and innovation by fostering government and private-sector  
  support for innovation and creative industries; and
III. Build a pan-African Bank Verification Number database accessible to all recognized banks  
  and financial actors.

LONG-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS

CONCLUSION
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