
Inclusive Digital Future 
Session Notes  

  
Session name: Plenary: Responsible Digital Finance in Action 
Session Date: June 26, 2019 
Moderator: Isabelle Barrès, Global Director, Smart Campaign at Center for Financial Inclusion   
Panelists:  

● Gerald Rasugu, Director, M4D Sub-Saharan Africa at GSMA  
● Jeroen Harteveld, MASSIF Fund Manager, FMO  
● David Kitusa, Regional Representative for Anglophone Africa at Kiva.org  

 

 
Key takeaways for this session  

● The digital promise is here, and it is real. But for it to reach its full promise, we have to 
overcome a few obstacles to ensure there is a responsible, inclusive digital future. Such 
risks include increasing prices, risk of overindebtedness, lack of transparency, low 
coverage for women or in rural areas, and lack of data privacy.  

● Stakeholders in the industry – including financial service providers, MNOs, fintechs, and 
regulators – must work together to ensure that clients are being protected and that 
products and services have a positive outcome on the lives of end clients. Stakeholders 
should also learn from each other; for example, fintechs could benefit from the years of 
client protection lessons the traditional MFI industry has developed.  

● While DFS brings a new set of risks, technology is also offering opportunities to better 
reach clients. For example, Kiva is using blockchain technology to develop a digital 
identity, which will allow clients to own their data and access finance no matter where 
they are located. Additionally, GSMA is working to develop a mobile toolkit for mobile 
network operators, which will help them see where they have gaps in coverage in rural 
areas.  

 

 
Detailed session notes 
 

● Isabelle Barrès (Smart Campaign) welcomed the audience to Inclusive Digital Future: A 
Summit on Responsible Finance in Action. 

o There are representatives from over 45 countries from across the globe from 
Bangladesh and Nigeria to the Netherlands and Peru - to name just a few.  There 
are MFIs, investors, fintechs, associations, regulators, and donors.   We are 
delighted to welcome such a diverse group of stakeholders - joined together 
around a common cause of an inclusive digital future in financial services.   

o An inclusive digital future is one where all individuals have access to quality 
financial services - and where they are protected and empowered to make 
financially sound decisions, leveraging digital solutions where available and 
figuring out how to get there when not yet available.   

o We convene at a moment when access to financial services is on the rise, fueled 
largely by the digital revolution. Phones put powerful financial tools in the hands 
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of customers who have not used them before.  The convergence of low-cost 
devices and low-cost data plans have allowed for exponential growth in data 
use.  The number of smartphone connections in Africa, for example, is set to 
double from 315 million in 2015 to more than 630 million in 2022.   

o Africa already has 122 million active users of mobile financial services - a number 
that represents more than half of the global total.  Right here in Kenya mobile 
money transactions in 2018 reached more than 3.7 trillion Kenyan Shillings, or 
$38.5 billion USD - equivalent to almost half of the country’s domestic product.  

o Pervasive digital payment and mobile money programs, along with the 
accompanying data trails, have created a strong base to bring even more 
products and services to scale.   

o Digital financial services have the potential to help the world’s most 
marginalized, because of scale and the services offered.  If you are a woman who 
has never felt comfortable in a bank, or had physical access to one, digital 
finance is an opportunity to gain a footing in the economy and a path for self-
sufficiency.  These solutions exist - today. At least for some. I am reminded of 
something the novelist William Gibson wrote, “The future is already here – it's 
just not evenly distributed.” 

● Isabelle said the digital promise is here and it is real. But for it to reach its full promise 
we have to overcome a few obstacles.  

o First, we have to make sure that digital does not only expand access, or even 
usage, but usage to truly useful, safe financial products for consumers.  

o Second, while digital financial services are promising in terms of meeting clients’ 
needs, there are a few different types of digital divides to overcome.  Recent 
research found that across ten countries in Africa, Asia and South America, 
regardless of their age, education, wealth, or location—women are almost 40 
percent less likely than men to have used the internet.   

o In addition to a gender divide, we are also seeing a rural-urban divide. Despite 
the fantastic growth, internet penetration is at just over 20%.  

o Should this dynamic continue, as Graham Wright of Microsave has noted, we 
might see “digitally enabled hotspots” in urban and peri-urban areas, and digital 
“deserts,” in more remote areas.  There are linguistic and sociocultural divides in 
accessing and using technology.  The Smart Campaign’s recent client research in 
Rwanda found that even when handset menus were in Kinyarwanda, menus 
involuntarily often toggled back and forth into English, making it easy to make 
mistakes.    

o At Smart Campaign and SPTF we believe that while financial technology puts 
powerful tools in the hands of customers. This is particularly true for those 
financial services aimed at the vulnerable and newly included.  Here in Kenya, 
where tiny digital loans are available almost instantly on phones, we have a 
sense of some of the risks involved: many digital loans are used for sports 
betting, 20 percent of customers in default, prices much higher than 
microfinance loans, and an enormous number of people added to the credit 
bureau blacklist.   
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o Data protection is another rising risk: customers want assurance that their 
private data remains private, both as a fundamental right and because they are 
concerned about their exposure to hacking, fraud, and mistakes.  As MFIs go 
digital or as Fintechs partner with other organizations to scale - their exposure to 
cybersecurity risk rises.  We risk losing client trust and engagement if these 
issues aren’t addressed.   

o Regulators are scrambling to keep up with emerging risks and we believe that 
industry efforts, code of conducts and standards can go a long way to 
complement regulatory efforts.  At the Smart Campaign, for instance, we are 
very pleased to be releasing a set of client protection standards aimed at digital 
credit providers.   

o This week is about engaging and grappling with opportunities and challenges 
along the path to a responsible, inclusive digital future for BOTH traditional and 
new players.  We are so pleased to have been invited by the Social Performance 
Task Force to partner in this event, along with MicroSave and ADA.  

● Jeroen Harteveld (MASSIF) said MASSIF is a financial inclusion portfolio that invests in 
MFIs, smaller banks, and equity funds in more than 40 countries. It has a strong focus on 
investing in digital finance.  

o He asked the audience  who does NOT use mobile phones for banking. Only 
three people raised their hands.  

o It’s a very efficient way t reach people at the base of the pyramid, he said.  More 
than 1.7 billion people do not have access to any form of formal financial service, 
but they do have a mobile phone.  

o FMO formed a fintech working group to explore opportunities in digital finance, 
and it talked to clients to form an investment strategy. “Digital credit can have a 
very accessible promise,” he said. “It can be very efficient in delivery, it can be 
very cost effective, and it can close the gap. We can get data that shows that 
investing in emerging markets its not as risky as the perceived risk.”  

o He noted that many CEOs are young and talk about finance. FMO believes its 
role as a development bank it to make sure these young CEOs know about client 
protection, responsible investing, and the history of microfinance, such as the 
crisis in Andhra Pradesh. “We should not forget to bring that story to the table 
and focus on a socially responsible investment strategy,” he said. “It’s about 
opportunity, but you also have to manage the risks.” 

o “Over all these centuries, the essence of banking has not changed. The core 
principles of banking have not changed. It’s just about the distribution model. 
The risks are till there. That’s what we try to bring to the table -- to bring the 
lessons learned from microfinance.”  

● David Kitusa (Kiva.org) said Kiva is a crowdfunding platform that connects social 
investors with lower income businesses. It partners with financial and non-financial 
institutions, mostly MFIs.  

o About 10 to 13 years ago, Kiva was the only crowdfunding platform. Today, there 
are about 1,000. He said that Kiva is leveraging technology to continue to stay 
relevant   
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o There are close to 2 billion people in the world who do not have access to 
finance. David said that Kiva has done a great job increasing access to financial 
services to some products that have been considered high risk and high social 
impact.  

o Kiva wants to continually stay ahead of the pack in terms of how it leverages 
technology. To do so, it invented the Kiva protocol. Two of the biggest reasons 
people lack access to financial services is because of a lack of digital identity and 
a lack of verifiable credit history. “If we can solve these two issues, we can get a 
big percentage of that gap filled, if not all of it,” he said.  

o To address this, Kiva signed an MOU with Sierra Leone during the UN General 
Assembly.  

▪ There was a new government, and they had already collected a lot of 
data. They were using a basic excel spreadsheet as a credit reference 
bureay. With Kiva, it’s creating a digital ID for all the citizens of the 
country, and creating another layer through blockchain to create a digital 
credit reference.  

▪ Kiva will be doing the first e-KYC with one of the banks in Sierra Leone. 
“For the first time, we can verify the identify of a person via a digital 
identity,” David said. “The long-term goal of Kiva to have sovereign 
identity. We want to create an environment where each and every citizen 
can own their data wherever they are. We want to break down 
geographic barriers. Because they own their data, they can release it to 
financial institutions. Because the data is verifiable, they can actually do 
an appraisal and lend to me wherever I am.”   

▪  “The majority of the technology that you find today, even on mobile 
phones, is where you’re using devices that cost about $500 and have a 
4G network connection. Our work in SL is trying to get below that so we 
can work at below $50 smart devices. At a minimum, you can get a 3G 
network, which can operate offline and be able to get secure data…We’re 
cognizant that we want to use tech that can be used by the last mile.”  

▪ Kiva is working with commercial banks, formal MFIs, and community 
credit institutions in Sierra Leone. When it works with a financial 
institution, it requires them to endorse the Smart Campaign Client 
Protection Principles.  

● Gerald Rasugu (GSMA) said his association brings about 750 mobile operators together 
across the world. It prides itself on being able to contribute to each of those goals. The 
work it has done with Mobile for Development (M4D) has impacted 58 million lives.  

o GSMA is working to close the gender gap. Data shows that women in sub-
Saharan Africa are 14% more likely not to have a mobile phone than men. GSMA 
works to make sure MNOs know the gender gap within their base and then make 
commitments to close it. It can be as easy as making sure you have more female 
agents, he said.  

o GSMA is also developing a coverage map toolkit which helps MNOs and other 
ecosystem players identify where there are gaps in coverage. It also has an 
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innovation fund, which is currently testing low-cost connectivity. “We’re working 
with mobile operators to come up with ways of covering ultra, ultra rural areas,” 
he said. “Generally, they cannot be covered because of cost. But with funding, 
we can help them be covered by local solutions.” They’re testing this in Ghana 
and Uganda. The expectation is that once this is tried and tested, MNOs will take 
this over.  

o GSMA also has developed a mobile skills training toolkit, which helps make sure 
people who have mobile phones can effectively use the Internet.  

o Another workstream around mobile is for humanitarian intervention, such as 
dealing with issues of displacement from natural disasters or determining how to 
improve dignity for refugees. 

● Question from Isabelle: How do client protection issues factor into GSMA’s work? 
o Gerald said GSMA launched its mobile money certification initiative in March 

2018. Ten MNOs have been certified. The certification is a self-assessment of 
process and procedures regarding mobile money. “The whole idea is to ensure 
mobile money players have a platform that can trusted, is secure, and is 
transparent. This is very important for regulators -- the confidence that the 
system is robust. It’s an industry initiative. A lot of the areas that we look at have 
requirements that are much higher than a regulator requires in a market. We are 
ensuring we have robust systems.”  

o It’s important to make sure the customer-facing support is there with agents. 
Today, we see data and analytics helping with that. You can look at the digital 
profiles of agents and develop profiles of potential new agents that would be 
effective, based on data.  

o When it comes to training, there is a good example in India where one mobile 
operator is using videos to train agents. Their assessments are done by IVR. 
Based on that, the agent is allowed to conduct financial services. If they don’t 
pass, they can repeat the training online.  

● Question from Isabelle: How do we make sure the protections we’re putting in place are 
working? How do we ensure we have a feedback loop with clients to make sure we’re 
using the client perspective to inform our work? 

o David said social impact is critical for Kiva. Kiva provides flexible, risk tolerant 
affordable capital. Partner selection is driven by three things:  

▪ Targeting. “We make sure we partner with organizations that are 
targeting the right clientele. We want to be able to fund specific loan 
products within your loan book, hopefully one that you can’t fund 
through commercial funding.” 

▪ Product quality. “How will the products be structured to serve that 
specific clientele? It’s very easy for financial institutions to say they’re 
doing agri-loan products. When you look at it though, you realize it’s your 
typical, vanilla loan product. It doesn’t have any specific features driven 
by the agri sector. We want to ensure the way the loan is structured 
meets the needs of the clientele.”  
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▪ Mission. “We want to ensure the mission of the MFI or the social 
enterprise is aligned to the kinds of products they’re providing. It’s very 
easy to say you’re a mission driven organization and that you’re serving 
the bottom of the pyramid, but we want to see that that is actually 
implemented.” 

o To make sure these three things are actually implemented, Kiva has staff go into 
the field to do surveys. Kiva analyzes data to make decisions around the kind of 
impact its partners have. It also works with a lot of third-party organizations that 
work with impact data.  

● Question from the audience: Will our digital identity make us less human, less moral, 
less responsible in using our resources. If money is easily available, will it make us less 
responsible? 

o Gerald said when you have an identity, you can access health, banking, etc. 
Without that, the last mile won’t be able to access those services. “There may be 
these concern, but overall digital identity has way more to offer in terms of 
making sure the last mile is served.” 

o David said we’re not losing identity as humans. We can call it a more formalized 
digital identity. You can imagine what happens when someone is displaced and 
they have to move to a different country. They have data but they are almost 
completely starting again from scratch. With improved digital identity, they 
would still be able to practically move on with their lives.  

● Question from audience to Gerald: I’m concerned about telecoms not having 
responsible financial systems in place. Telecoms are selling airtime on credit, which is 
leading to an irresponsible use of airtime. It causes a lot of disruption in the market 
because they’re consuming credit for airtime and not being able to repay loans.  

o Gerald said he is right in saying that MNOs are providing credit to customers. But 
it’s not everyone that has access to that. They look at the customer to see if they 
can qualify. Also, the agents sell airtime to individual users. The MNO has no way 
from restricting agents from selling airtime to individual customers. 

o Jeroen said this is the risk of the new distribution model. Addressing these risks 
will require partnerships and collective action.  

● Question from the audience: Can you speak more specifically about whom you’re 
looking to influence with certification? 

o Gerald said we can play a great role with our industry in terms of protecting 
customers. “What are some of the options that can be undertaken by the 
industry as a whole? In Kenya, they asked what keeps us awake at night. The 
industry can come up with putting in place certain elements…The industry needs 
to work on together.” 

o Isabelle emphasized the importance of collaboration among different standards 
setters. “There are a lot of different stakeholders that are relevant, and we need 
to all have good practices,” she said. “We were confronted with this issue when 
developing the digital credit standards. A lot of the risks that clients face come 
from the MNO and not the financial service provider. If we only look at the FSP, 
it’s not always enough.”  
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● Question from audience: MFIs provide loans to individuals but mostly to groups in rural 
areas (youth and women). It’s hard for these women to have mobile phones and have 
education on how to use them. I’m still waiting to learn how we’ll have solutions to help 
our clients. 

o Jeroen said he also sees MASSIF’s MFIs struggling with how to approach their 
digitalization strategy. There’s no specific answer for it. You need to work on 
developing a strategy (how’s the connectivity in the rural areas, etc.) 

 
 


