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A b s t r a c t

This paper examines the factors that make 
cash ‘sticky’ in the increasingly digitised 
Kenyan financial landscapes. On the one 
hand, it discusses the mismatch between 
assumptions implicit in the financial inclusion 
discourse and ideas o f saving, accumulation 
and money enshrined in local financial prac

tices, and provides an overview o f the current 
digital payment situation in Kenya, in terms 
o f strategies and data. On the other hand, it 
draws insights from industry efforts in which 
industry expectations are tested against a 
background shaped by the dominance o f cash 
and traditional financial institutions. The over
all goal is to further the understanding of 
potential drivers and challenges o f ‘cash-lite’ 
approaches to financial inclusion, as well as 
the convergence and divergence o f theory and 
evidence. This study uses qualitative methods 
of data collection to understand the social, cul
tural and economic drivers o f payment behav
iours, and the opportunities and constraints for 
adoption and acceptance o f technology. It 
argues that the enduring reliance on cash sug

gests that a rational calculative approach is not 
adequate to understand people’s decision 
making when considering different options in a 
repertoire o f financial alternatives. Most impor
tantly, the materiality o f cash affects its prag
matics within a broader repertoire o f financial 
practices revolving around different means of 
payment and storages o f value. It thus recom
mends that an approach to the design o f e- 
payment systems should not only be largely 
‘open-source’ fo r ease o f interoperability with 
other payment systems, but also localised, to 
converge with local contexts.

Keywords cash-lite, financial inclusion, 
Kenya, social networks, mobile money, 
digital payments

Gianluca lazzolino

Nambuwani Wasike

Journal of Payments Strategy & 
Systems
Vol. 9, No. 3 2015, pp. 229-241 
© Henry Stewart Publications, 
1750-1806

Page 229

mailto:giazzolino@gmail.com
mailto:info@fsdkenya.org


The unbearable lightness of digital money

PURPOSE OF THE SUBMISSION

T he purpose o f  this submission is to 
examine the factors that make cash ‘sticky’ 
in the increasingly digitised Kenyan finan
cial landscape. W hile the country is one o f  
the most dynamic markets in Africa for 
electronic payments, cash remains king. 
W hy so? Indeed, paper m oney has both  
costs and benefits for households, firms 
and governm ents.1 Costs even higher are 
expected for developing countries, given 
the structural weaknesses and barriers 
inherent in the local economies. Data from 
the W orld Bank Financial Index suggest a 
correlation betw een cash dependence and 
formal financial exclusion.2 It is for this 
reason that a section o f  the financial inclu
sion com m unity has been at the forefront 
o f  pushing for cashless systems, in the hope 
that the convergence o f  technology and 
financial services should make formal 
financial services m ore accessible, espe
cially for the w orlds two billion unbanked 
people.3 But cash has its own benefits: it is 
fast and universally accepted. Further, cash 
is the m ost interoperable means o f  pay
ment: it can be used as a token to invest in 
social capital and helps prop the psycho
logical pain o f  spending, m ore so in set
tings in w hich a substantial portion o f  the 
population live below  the poverty line.

T he Kenyan government, for instance, 
has been pushing for cashless payments in 
the transport sector, but there is endemic 
resistance. O f  course, the transport sector 
only represents a small, though essential, 
part o f  the economy. The retail sector, 
w hich helps to fulfil the place utility o f  
consum er goods and services, is even 
bigger. Generally, though, there have been 
various w ell-orchestrated initiatives for 
going cash-lite in Kenya: the industry play
ers, through a range o f  financial products; 
the government, by creating an enabling 
policy environment, eg the Kenya Vision 
2030 econom ic blueprint; and the research 
community, by continuously enquiring

in to  the various impact pathways o f  all 
these initiatives. Despite these efforts, over 
90 per cent o f  econom ic transactions in 
Kenya are still done in cash.4’5

T he authors’ argum ent is that, to under
stand people’s decision m aking as they 
consider different options in  a repertoire o f 
financial alternatives, one should take into 
account how  the materiality o f  cash affects 
its pragmatics. To express it better, one 
should look at the reasoning through 
w hich people associate a particular means 
o f  payment to a specific social interaction. 
Cost and benefits are indeed accounted for 
by the actors, but they are seen through a 
prism  in w hich ideas o f  sociality and tem 
porality (and the evolution o f  sociality 
across tim e and space) converge. As such, it 
is also conjectured that people do not just 
use payment instruments, but they also see 
them  as appropriate to particular 
circumstances.

This paper is divided into two parts: the 
first examines the m ismatch betw een 
assumptions implicit in the financial inclu
sion discourse and ideas o f  saving, accu
m ulation and m oney enshrined in  local 
financial practices, and provides an 
overview o f the current situation o f  digital 
payments in Kenya, in term s o f  strategies 
and data. T he second part draws insights in 
w hich industry expectations are tested 
against a background shaped by the dom i
nance o f  cash and traditional financial 
institutions.

T he overall goal is to further the under
standing o f  potential drivers and chal
lenges o f  cash-lite approaches to financial 
inclusion, as well as the convergence and 
divergence o f  theory and evidence.

CASH-LITE NARRATIVES AND  
STRATEGIES IN KENYA

In  recent years, the debate on ‘how  to 
bank the unbanked’, namely the two bil
lion people in the w orld w ho  have no
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access to financial services,6 has gained 
central stage in the global development 
agenda, underp inned by the view  that 
access to financial services is a prerequisite 
fo r developm ent. D igital m oney has 
becom e central in this debate. T he finan
cial inclusion com m unity  upholds the 
belief that constraints to financial inclusion 
can better be addressed at scale through 
leveraging digital technologies, w hich also 
leads to greater efficiencies in econom ic 
transactions. This is based, on the one 
hand, on  the idea that bund ling  e- 
payments inform ation and software creates 
opportunities for businesses to streamline 
and autom ate processes relating to pro
curem ent, dispatch, inventory m anage
m ent and paym ent collections;7 on the 
other, that w ith an econom y less reliant on 
cash —  or cash-lite —  the bottom  o f  the 
pyram id w ill be able to manage, negotiate 
and, in some case, move better between 
different currencies, on a daily basis. In 
addition, at institutional level, the greater 
traceability o f  digital m oney m ight 
improve the governm ent’s capacity to fight 
econom ic crimes and corruption.

In light o f  the m om entous diffusion o f 
mobile telephony across the Global South, 
mobile money, defined as ‘a network infra
structure for storing and moving money 
that facilitates the exchange o f  cash and 
electronic value between various actors’,H is 
considered a strategic innovation to cut the 
cost and enhance the reach o f  financial 
services.9 This idea stems largely from the 
success o f the mobile m oney service M - 
PESA in Kenya. Supported by DFID and 
launched by Safaricom in Kenya in 2007, 
M -PESA has drawn considerable attention 
from academics, development practitioners 
and business analysts interested in assessing 
its transformative impact and the possibility 
o f  exporting such a profitable experience to 
other African contexts.10 Initially developed 
to facilitate local and national remittances 
o f  urban migrants, M -PESA has gradually

evolved into a platform  for making pay
ments, storing value and paying for utilities. 
Therefore, studies on M -PESA have high
lighted the fact that the popularity o f  this 
mobile m oney service depends on a set o f  
conditions that pertain to the Kenyan con
text: from research on mobile m oney in 
Kenya, it emerges that M -PESA has been 
appropriated according to existing transac
tional patterns.11 Particularly relevant to 
this argument are studies shedding light on 
the use o f  mobile m oney to (re-) create 
sociality by facilitating the circulation o f  
gifts and social payment across networks o f  
kin and friends. A lthough the importance 
o f  social networks in Kenya in household 
income elasticity, consumption patterns and 
risk sharing have been noticed 
increasingly,13 the relational aspect o f  digital 
m oney is often neglected by financial inclu
sion practitioners, whose approach is mostly 
inform ed by the assumption that ‘money, 
after all, is “just” inform ation about who 
owes w hat to w hom ’.14 Yet, a growing 
anthropological literature is building up on 
the notion that, as M aurer explains, ‘infor
m ation is money, and power, and every
thing else that goes w ith  them. A t the same 
time, recognising that m oney is only infor
mation, mere words or sign, allows us to 
seize it and make it in our own image, to do 
good and re-create com m unity and trust’.1 ’ 
For this reason, an approach is needed to 
‘shift(s) questions about w hat m oney is 
towards questions o f  w hat m oney does’.16 
Exploring the reasons for cash stickiness 
requires tackling the mutual shaping o f  
practices revolving around the materiality 
o f  m oney and a social reality that makes 
both use and sense o f  diverse forms o f 
money, and choosing betw een them  
according to the circumstances.

Picking up on these considerations may 
help in understanding why efforts to go 
cashless have globally encountered a 
myriad problems. Even in western coun
tries, it is estimated that cash still accounts
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t h e  r e c e n t l y  l a u n c h e d  K e n y a  F i n a n c i a l  
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p a r t l y  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a  h i g h  i n c i d e n c e  o f  

f o r m a l  f i n a n c i a l  e x c l u s i o n  i n  t h e  b e t t e r  p a r t  

o f  h e r  p o s t - i n d e p e n d e n c e  h i s t o r y ,  t h e r e  

m u s t  b e  s o m e  f u n d a m e n t a l  r e a s o n s  a n d  
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m o n e y ,  a n d ,  a s  s u c h ,  o n e  m i g h t  c o n t e n d  

t h a t  t h i s  p h y s i c a l i t y  h e l p s  t h e  m e n t a l  

a c c o u n t i n g  o f  t h e  c a s h  b e a r e r s ,  w h o  g e t  

c o n s t a n t  f e e d b a c k  a b o u t  t h e i r  r u n n i n g  b a l 
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o n e  c a n  p i c t u r e  a  u n i v e r s e  i n  w h i c h  t h e  

r e m a i n i n g  c a s h  b a l a n c e s  a r e  n o t i c e a b l y  

d i m i n i s h e d  i n  e a c h  o f  t h e  ‘ m e n t a l  s u b 

w a l l e t s ’ ,  t h u s  g i v i n g  t h e  s p e n d e r  a  s e n s e  o f  

c o n t r o l  o v e r  s p e n d i n g ,  a n d  v i s i b i l i t y  o v e r  

h o w  m u c h  o f  a  b u d g e t  h a s  b e e n  d e p l e t e d .  

T h i r d ,  c a s h  i s  a n o n y m o u s  a n d  d i s i n t e r 

m e d i a t e d ,  a s  i t  k e e p s  n o  r e c o r d  o f  t h e  

u s e r ’s  i d e n t i t y ,  u n l i k e  c a s h l e s s  i n s t r u m e n t s  

t h a t  r e q u i r e  i n t e r m e d i a r i e s  s u c h  a s  b a n k s  

a n d  m o b i l e  n e t w o r k  o p e r a t o r s ,  a n d  t h e r e 

f o r e  c a t e r s  t o  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a n o n y m i t y  o f  

u s e r s  w h o  d o  n o t  w i s h  t o  l e a v e  a  t r a c e a b l e  

r e c o r d  o f  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s .

T h e  s t r o n g  r e h a n c e  o n  c a s h  i n f o r m s  

h o u s e h o l d  c o n s u m p t i o n ,  s a v i n g s ,  i n v e s t 

m e n t  a n d  o t h e r  e x p e n d i t u r e  b e h a v i o u r s ,  

n a r r o w i n g  h o u s e h o l d s ’  b u d g e t i n g  d e c i 

s i o n s .  A l s o ,  u n l i k e  c a s h l e s s  i n s t r u m e n t s  t h a t  

e x h i b i t  b r o k e n  t r a n s a c t i o n  c h a i n  l o o p s ,  

c a s h  h a s  a n  e n d - t o - e n d  c l o s e d  l o o p  t r a n s 

a c t i o n  c h a i n ,  r i g h t  f r o m  t h e  h o u s e h o l d  

c o n s u m e r s  t h r o u g h  t h e  m i d d l e m e n ,  t o  t h e  

f i r m s ,  a n d  t o  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t .  

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e r e  a r e  s w i t c h i n g  c o s t s  

f r o m  u s e  o f  c a s h ,  w h i c h  d i s s u a d e  u s e r s  

f r o m  a d o p t i n g  c a s h l e s s  i n s t r u m e n t s ,  a n d  

n e t w o r k  e x t e r n a l i t i e s  a r e  a l s o  w o r k i n g  

r o u n d - t h e - c l o c k  i n  b e q u e a t h i n g  c a s h  w i t h  

v a l u e .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  M a s  a n d  N g ’ w e n o , 2 3  

f o r m a l  b u s i n e s s e s  s e e m  t o  b e  r i g i d  a b o u t  

t h e i r  p a y m e n t  h a b i t s ,  p r e f e r r i n g  t o  s t i c k  t o  

c h e q u e s  a s  t h e  s u p p l i e r  p a y m e n t s ,  a n d  

a c c e p t i n g  e - p a y m e n t s  t y p i c a l l y  a s  a  c o l l e c 

t i o n  m e t h o d .

I n  a  r e c e n t  s t u d y  b y  F i n a n c i a l  S e c t o r  

D e e p e n i n g  ( F S D )  K e n y a 2 4  o n  e n h a n c i n g  

t h e  g r o w t h  o f  p l a s t i c  m o n e y  i n  K e n y a ,  i t  

w a s  f o u n d  t h a t ,  w h i l e  t h e  u p t a k e  o f  d e b i t  

c a r d s  r e m a i n s  h i g h e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  c r e d i t  

c a r d s ,  t h e  u s e  o f  c a r d s  i s  g e n e r a l l y  a s s o c i 

a t e d  w i t h  h i g h  v a l u e  t r a n s a c t i o n s  ( t h e  

a v e r a g e  c a r d  t r a n s a c t i o n  i s  3 , 5 0 0 — 4 , 5 0 0  

K S h ) .  T h e  m a i n  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  s l o w  

u p t a k e ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  r e p o r t ,  i s  t h a t  

c o n s u m e r s  f i n d  c a r d  u s e  c u m b e r s o m e .  

Z o l l m a n n  a n d  C o j o c a r u , 2 3  u s i n g  t h e  

d i a r i e s  a p p r o a c h ,  f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  b u l k  p a y e r  

s h i f t ,  i n  w h i c h  r e l a t i v e l y  f e w  l a r g e  p a y e r s  

m a k e  p a y m e n t s  t o  m a n y  r e c i p i e n t s  ( e g  

e m p l o y e e s  a n d  s o c i a l  p r o g r a m m e  b e n e f i c i 

a r i e s ) ,  i s  n o t  y e t  c o m p l e t e  i n  K e n y a ,  w i t h  

r e m i t t a n c e s  o v e r  d i s t a n c e  b e i n g  c a p t u r e d  

l a r g e l y  b y  m o b i l e  m o n e y ,  t h o u g h  t h e r e  i s  

s t i l l  a  v e r y  l a r g e  s h a r e  o f  i n t e r - h o u s e h o l d  

e x c h a n g e  b e i n g  d o n e  i n  c a s h .  B a n k a b l e  

F r o n t i e r  A s s o c i a t e s  ( B F A ) 2 6  p r o p o s e s  f o u r  

s t a g e s  t o  g o i n g  c a s h - l i t e  i n  a n y  s o c i e t y :  

s t a g e  0  i s  a  c a s h - h e a v y  s o c i e t y ;  s t a g e  1  i s  

c h a r a c t e r i s e d  b y  b u l k  p a y m e n t s ;  s t a g e  2  

i n v o l v e s  i n c r e a s i n g  u s e  o f  e - p a y m e n t s ;  a n d ,  

f i n a l l y  s t a g e  3  i s  t h e  c a s h - l i t e  e c o n o m y .

THE EMPIRICAL SETTING
I n  m i d - 2 0 1 3 ,  F S D  c o m m i s s i o n e d  a  s e r i e s  

o f  r e s e a r c h  o n  c a s h - l i t e  i n  t h e  N a i v a s h a  

a r e a .  T h e  r e s e a r c h  s t a r t e d  w i t h  a  l a n d s c a p -
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ing study, then a quantitative baseline 
survey, followed by an endline survey, then 
finally a qualitative study using ethno
graphic m ethods o f  data collection.

Flower farm ing is Naivasha districts 
econom ic engine, outranking o ther sec
tors such as small-scale farm ing, fishing 
and tourism , w ith  57 flower farms 
em ploying over 70,000 workers, mostly 
in ternal m igrants from all across Kenya. 
T he basic salary there is 300 KSh 
(US$3.35) per day, paid tw ice a m onth  (an 
advance on the 15th, the rest at the end o f  
the m onth) in to  the w orkers’ bank 
accounts. All flower farm  workers have 
debit cards, which they can use to w ith
draw cash from  ATMs and bank agents, 
and make payments at outlets w ith a point 
o f  sale (POS) device. M any workers live in 
Karagita, a settlem ent inhabited by around 
30,000 people, located around 20 minutes 
away by public transport from Naivasha 
tow n. Local consum ption patterns are 
dom inated by basic needs, such as food, 
water (both drinkable and to wash) and 
charcoal to cook. Because o f  the lim ited 
access to the electric grid, m ost purchases 
in shops are for non-perishable items: fruit 
and vegetables are bought on  a day-to-day 
basis. T he only leisure venues are bars, 
w here m en hang ou t to drink and play 
pool. T he main extraordinary expenses are 
school fees and are paid mostly draw ing 
from  chamas, o r local rotating credit and 
saving associations (RO SCAs).27 W hile 
M -PESA  agencies are ubiquitous across 
the area, banks and ATMs are concentrated 
in Naivasha s dow ntow n.T he w ithdraw ing 
fee at the banks’ ATMs is 30 KSh for the 
bank customers, w ho may also w ithdraw  
at o ther banks’ ATMs, but w ith higher 
fees. As an alternative to the ATMs, a net
w ork o f  bank agencies (often located 
w ith in  retail shops) enables card holders to 
withdraw, but at a considerably higher but 
graduated fee. U pon  receiving the salary in 
their bank accounts in the m iddle and the

end o f  the m onth , flower farm  workers 
have thus two options for w ithdraw ing, 
either travelling to the bank ATM  in 
Naivasha tow n, o r w ithdraw ing at one o f  
the bank agencies in  the settlement. T he 
use o f  the card for both w ithdraw ing and 
retail payments reaches its peak particu
larly at the end o f  the m onth, w hen 
people flock to the local shops to restock 
and settle previous debts.

DATA COLLECTION METHODS AND  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

T he cash-lite research, from  w hich many 
o f  the insights used in this paper have been 
sourced, used both  quantitative and quali
tative research m ethods. A baseline survey 
conducted in June 2014 provided quanti
tative data that served as a basis for the 
qualitative investigation at the centre o f  
this paper. T he researchers stayed and 
interacted w ith  the consumers and m er
chants at the research site for a period  o f  
two weeks, to examine the local context 
through a theoretical prism  draw ing on 
the anthropology o f  money. D u ring  this 
time they conducted in -depth  m erchant 
interviews and participant observation at 
the m erchant stores. T he prim ary aim o f  
the qualitative investigation was to provide 
insights into the social, cultural and eco
nom ic drivers o f  paym ent behaviours and 
the opportunities and constraints to tech
nology adoption and acceptance, in a sce
nario o f  intensive digitalisation. It was, 
therefore, targeted at unearth ing behav
ioural drivers influencing the outcom es 
observed during the quantitative baseline 
and endline surveys.

This triangulation o f  qualitative and 
quantitative data enabled any weaknesses 
inherent in  either m ethodology to be 
overcome. Further, the qualitative research 
helped to explain the missing links and 
gaps observed in the quantitative survey, 
while at the same tim e the quantitative
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com ponent helped to quantify the insights 
gleaned from the qualitative research.

T he research was driven by the follow
ing questions:

• W hy is cash dom inant?
• In w hich circumstances does cash still 

com m and m ore trust over digital cir
cuits o f  payment?

• W hat practices are enacted, and how  are 
technological devices used to bridge 
different social and technological net
works?

ROLE AND DOMINANCE OF CASH
T he local financial landscape is increas
ingly shaped by the interplay o f  digital 
means o f  paym ent and systems based on 
paper, such as cash and cheques, or on 
interpersonal trust, such as credit. Indeed, 
cash is still, and by far, the most com m on 
means o f  paym ent in person-to-business 
transactions. D igital infrastructures for 
saving and transferring value interweave 
w ith  social networks based on trust and 
through w hich value circulates. Cash thus 
has a pivotal role in articulating the rela
tionship, on the one hand, betw een pre
digital and digital payment spaces and, on 
the other, betw een banking circuits and 
m obile money. Indeed, since interoperabil
ity betw een the bank and Safaricom is 
possible but expensive, and therefore little 
practised, there is a broken loop betw een 
the savings deposited in a bank account 
and those in ones m obile wallet. Acting as 
a bridge betw een heterogeneous financial 
circuits, cash plays a critical function by 
enabling people to adopt different pay
m ent devices. Some people hold both M - 
PESA and bank accounts, but dem and that 
their employers pay them  in cash in order 
to pool part o f  the m oney into a chama, 
transfer part to the bank account, settle 
debts and pay for standing costs (such as 
rent) and deposit the rest in an M -PESA

account for daily expenses. T he unchal
lenged appeal o f  cash lies prim arily in its 
perceived flexibility: first, being accepted 
by merchants o f  any size, it broadens the 
range o f  offers available to the consumer. 
Second, it is the only means o f  paym ent 
for small expenses (such as water, cooking 
charcoal or transportation), w h ich could 
no t be otherw ise covered by digital sys
tems. T he ethnographic study found that 
farm  workers in Karagita usually w ithdraw  
the total am ount o f  the salary, either at the 
ATMs in Naivasha or at one o f  the local 
bank agencies. T he cash is used im m edi
ately for bulky expenses at the superm ar
kets in  tow n or in Karagita or to settle 
outstanding debts. T he m oney is then 
partly deposited in m obile m oney wallets, 
re turned to the bank, rem itted to relatives 
at hom e or deposited in  chamas. M any 
respondents expressed a predilection for 
the classic box at the bo ttom  o f  a drawer. 
A lady offered an interesting perspective:, 
she po in ted  out —  sw itching from  k i- 
Swahili to a vernacular language that she 
shared w ith a research assistant —  that, 
considering that the entire Naivasha area 
was swept by the post-electoral violence in 
2008, she still lives in fear o f  being driven 
ou t o f  her hom e at any m om ent. 
Therefore, she regularly transfers her sav
ings to her family in W estern Kenya and 
keeps at hom e enough m oney to cope 
w ith  an eventual flight.

T he choice o f  the means o f  paym ent 
looks often as the outcom e o f  a negoti
ation, in  w hich the parties involved in  the 
transaction further the options that best 
fits their interests or needs. Suppliers are 
m ajor drivers o f  adoption: merchants 
engaged in frequent transactions w ith  
farmers in the countryside tend to use 
mostly cash, or cash out on  the spot from 
their mobile wallets, o r use cheques w hen 
paying large wholesale companies. The 
case o f  a cigarette supplier at Naivasha 
tow n bus station well illustrates the com -
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plex interplay o f  different devices. H e pur
chases the packages directly at the factory 
and accepts cash for am ounts below  
40,000 KSh, otherw ise he demands to be 
paid th rough m obile m oney transfers 
(M M T). Since the cigarette m anufacturer 
prefers cheques, he needs always to keep a 
positive balance in his bank account, but 
he draws from his pocket m oney and his 
m obile wallet for daily expenses.

RATIONALITIES AND TEMPORALITIES  
FOR THE ADOPTION OF SPECIFIC 
MEANS OF PAYMENT

T he decision o f  many m erchants to 
em brace a means o f  paym ent while tu rn 
ing dow n another stems out o f  an evalua
tion in w hich different factors are taken 
in to  account. This is related, for instance, 
to the fact that agents and merchants often 
coincide. B ut, w hile as an M - 
PESA /Equity  bank agent, one earns on 
commissions on each withdrawal, as a 
m erchant using Lipa Na M -PESA or a 
POS, he is charged each time a custom er 
pays digitally. There is a gu lf betw een how  
the issue is regarded by Lipa N a M -PESA 
and Equity  Bank on one side and m er
chants, on  the other: in fact, the formers 
draw a clear-cut line betw een agents, w ho 
are viewed as sellers o f  cash and e-float, 
and therefore earn on fees that cover the 
costs o f  the inventory, and merchants, who 
pay for a service that facilitates the pay
ments for the goods and services they sell. 
This distinction, however, is lost on the 
ground: merchants w ho operate also as 
agents suggest that their customers w ith
draw first and then pay w ith  cash. In addi
tion, soft costs, such as efforts and time to 
instruct customers on digital payments, are 
also accounted for. Cash is therefore per
ceived as the most straightforward and 
flexible paym ent instrum ent: it is accepted 
everywhere, even by hawkers and street- 
sellers; it bridges bank savings and mobile

m oney; it is critical for cultivating social 
relations built on  the regular attendance o f  
spaces, such as chama meetings and reli
gious gatherings, in w h ich the im portance 
o f  cash lies no t only in its nom inal value, 
but also in  its materiality as an object to be 
m anipulated and displayed. This is not to 
say that m ateriality is irrelevant in  the case 
o f  digital money. As a m atter o f  fact, the 
usage patterns o f  bank accounts and 
M M T  are contingent on the way people 
relate to their plastic cards and m obile 
phones, and the way people attach 
assumptions and expectations (in term s o f  
ease o f  use, risk and security) to them . A 
few snapshots may help to clarify this 
point.

G is a young fisherman in Kamere 
beach. H e is a m em ber o f  a fishing crew. 
H e lives on the m oney he earns day by day 
and does not feel the need to open a bank 
account.

‘W hen we have a good catch, we don ’t 
th ink  to save m oney because we feel 
that tom orrow  it w ill be the same. We 
go to a bar and celebrate. So we always 
prefer cash.’28

J, a m ore seasoned colleague, understands 
his view, bu t his priorities are elsewhere. 
H e is m arried w ith  two kids, has a bank 
account, bu t never carries his card, because 
he is afraid o f  losing it. B ut he also likes to 
d rink  in m oderation, and he feels that M - 
PESA is the proper instrum ent to balance 
ease o f  use and m anagem ent o f  savings.

‘I f  you go drink ing it ’s better to use M - 
PESA because it ’s safer. M aybe you get 
d runk and you lose your money. I f  you 
find yourself unable to dial the number, 
it means that it ’s time for you to go 
home.’29

M -PESA  provides greater control over 
one ’s finance com pared w ith  cash, but, at
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t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e  s e r v i c e  i s  s o  w i d e s p r e a d  

t h a t  P 2 P  ( i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  L i p a  N a  M - P E S A )  

p a y m e n t s  a r e  a c c e p t e d  a l m o s t  e v e r y w h e r e .  

A  c o m m o n l y  h e l d  v i e w ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  t h a t  

b a n k s  a r e  b e t t e r  f o r  f a m i l y  m e n .  A  l o c a l  

f l o w e r  f a r m e r  u n d e r l i n e s  t h a t ,  w i t h  a  b a n k  

a c c o u n t ,

‘ Y o u  c o n t r o l  t h e  m o n e y  y o u  w i t h d r a w  

m u c h  b e t t e r  t h a n  w i t h  M - P E S A ,  w h i c h  

y o u  w o u l d  u s e  t o o  o f t e n  [ . . . ]  P u t t i n g  

t h e  m o n e y  i n  t h e  b a n k  h e l p s  r e s i s t  t h e  

t e m p t a t i o n  t o  s p e n d .  P e o p l e  o t h e r w i s e  

w o u l d  s a y  “ I ’ v e  e a t e n  s p i n a c h  e v e r y  d a y ,  

n o w  I  w a n t  t o  e a t  r o a s t e d  g o a t ” . ’ 3 0

T h e  s u b t e x t  o f  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  t h a t  a  

b a n k  a c c o u n t  i s  a  m o r e  s t a b l e  w a y  o f  s t o r 

i n g  v a l u e ,  b e c a u s e ,  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  t h e r e  

a r e  n o t  m a n y  A T M s  o r  a g e n t s  f o r  w i t h 

d r a w i n g ;  o n  t h e  o t h e r ,  s w i p e  c a r d s  a r e  

h o u s e h o l d  f i n a n c i a l  d e v i c e s ,  o n  w h i c h  

b o t h  s p o u s e s  e x e r t  c o n t r o l .  T h e r e  s e e m s  t o  

b e  a  p a r a d o x :  a  m o r e  p e r v a s i v e  n e t w o r k  o f  

P O S  m i g h t  r e d u c e  t h e  p e r c e i v e d  a d v a n 

t a g e  o f  a  b a n k  a c c o u n t  f o r  m a n y .

C a s h ,  h o w e v e r ,  f l e x i b l e  a n d  a s c r i b e d  t o  a  

s h o r t - t e r m  t e m p o r a l i t y ,  a c q u i r e s  a  g r e a t e r  

c a p a c i t y  t o  h e d g e  a g a i n s t  v o l a t i l i t y .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  f i n d i n g s  o f  t h e  q u a l i t a t i v e  

s t u d y ,  m a n y  a d m i t  r e s o r t i n g  t o  M M T  o n l y  

i n  e x c e p t i o n a l  s i t u a t i o n s ,  u n d e r l y i n g  

i n s t e a d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f ‘ s h o w i n g  u p ’  a t  

m e e t i n g s  i n  w h i c h  c a s h  i s  p o o l e d  t o g e t h e r .  

B e i n g  t h e r e  i n  p e r s o n  t o  p o o l  c a s h  i n t o  t h e  

chama f u n d  i s  c r i t i c a l  n o t  o n l y  t o  w e a v e  

a n d  s t r e n g t h e n  s o c i a l  t i e s  b u t ,  s i n c e  t h e  

f u l l - c y c l e  p a y - o u t  i s  o f t e n  e a r m a r k e d  f o r  

s p e c i a l  u s e s  ( s u c h  a s  e d u c a t i o n  f e e s  o r  

e x p a n s i o n  o f  b u s i n e s s ) ,  a l s o  t o  b u r n i s h  

o n e ’ s  c r e d e n t i a l s  a s  a  r e l i a b l e  f a m i l y -  

d e v o t e d ,  h a r d - w o r k i n g  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  

c o m m u n i t y .  T e l l i n g l y ,  f r o m  t h e  i n t e r v i e w s  

c o l l e c t e d  i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  v i e w s  o f t e n  e m e r g e d  

s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  w o m e n ,  a l t h o u g h  a s s o c i 

a t e d  w i t h  p e t t y  c a s h  t o  c a t e r  t o  t h e  d a i l y  

n e e d s  o f  t h e  f a m i l y ,  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d ,  a t  t h e

s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e  n a t u r a l  r e p o s i t o r y  o f  a  

1 chama m i n d s e t ’ ,  b a s e d  o n  g e n d e r e d  

a s s u m p t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  s h a r e  

a n d  t h e i r  p r o w e s s  i n  i n t e r w e a v i n g  s o c i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  ( a n d  t h u s  r e - c r e a t i n g  s o c i e t y ) .

M a n y  i n t e r v i e w e e s  i n  K a r a g i t a  a l s o  s u g 

g e s t e d  a  c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  l o n g - t e r m  

b u s i n e s s  a s p i r a t i o n s  a n d  t h e  u s e  o f  a  

b r o a d e r  r a n g e  o f  f i n a n c i a l  p r o d u c t s .  

F o r w a r d - l o o k i n g  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  w e r e  p a r 

t i c u l a r l y  s u p p o r t i v e  o f  d i g i t a l  m e a n s  o f  

p a y m e n t .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  o w n e r  o f  a n  

e l e c t r o n i c  s h o p  i n  K a r a g i t a ,  a l s o  o p e r a t i n g  

a s  a  b a n k  a n d  L i p a  n a  M - P E S A  m e r c h a n t ,  

h a n d l i n g  c a s h  i n d e e d  h a s  h i g h e r  c o s t s ,  s u c h  

a s  s e c u r i t y ,  a n d  b a n k  t r a n s f e r s ,  c o m p a r e d  

w i t h  s w i p e  c a r d s  a n d  M M T ,  w h i c h  h a v e  

s c o p e  f o r  g r o w t h ,  p r o v i d e  a n  i m p r o v e m e n t  

i n  t h e  l e v e l  o f  t h e  l o c a l  p o p u l a t i o n ’ s  f i n a n 

c i a l  l i t e r a c y .  H i s  c u s t o m e r s  a r e  m o s t l y  

y o u t h  p u r c h a s i n g  e l e c t r o n i c  i t e m s  a n d  

f a m i l i a r  w i t h  M - P E S A ,  b u t  h e  e x p r e s s e s  

t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  o l d e r  p o p u l a t i o n  i s  

m o r e  r e l u c t a n t  t o  e m b r a c e  d i g i t a l  p a y 

m e n t s .  B u t  s u c h  i s  h i s  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  d i g i t a l  p a y m e n t  w i l l  s o o n  g a i n  

m o m e n t u m  t h a t  h e  i s  s e t  t o  o p e n  a  f u r n i 

t u r e  s h o p  i n  K a r a g i t a  i n  t h e  n e a r  f u t u r e ,  

w h i c h  w i l l  d o  w i t h o u t  c a s h .  H e  i s  t h u s  

p l a n n i n g  t o  a l l o w  p a y m e n t s  o n l y  w i t h  

c a r d s  a n d  M M T ,  a  d e c i s i o n  b a s e d  o n  t h e  

p r e f e r e n c e s  o f  h i s  w h o l e s a l e r s  o f  e l e c t r o n 

i c s  a n d  c o m p u t e r  s p a r e  p a r t s ,  a n d  t h u s  

f i n a l i s e d  t o  e a s e  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  h i s  

c a s h  f l o w .  D i g i t a l  p a y m e n t s  a n d ,  i n  p a r t i c 

u l a r  c h i p  c a r d s ,  c o n v e y  t o  m a n y  u s e r s  a  

s e n s e  n o t  o n l y  o f  g r e a t e r  c o n t r o l  o v e r  

o n e ’ s  f i n a n c e s ,  b u t  a l s o  o f  e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  

a d v a n c e m e n t .  E ,  t h e  y o u n g  o w n e r  o f  a  

s h o p  s e l l i n g  s p o r t s  i t e m s  a n d  D V D s ,  n e v e r  

p a r t s  f r o m  h i s  c h i p  c a r d  b e c a u s e ,  a s  h e  s a i d :  

‘ I ’ m  a  b u s i n e s s m a n  a n d  I  m a y  c o m e  a c r o s s  

a  b u s i n e s s  o p p o r t u n i t y .  T h e r e f o r e ,  I  n e e d

t o  b e  r e a d y  t o  g e t  m o n e y  i n  a n y  

> S 1

m o m e n t . '

B u s i n e s s p e o p l e  p l a n n i n g  t o  e x p a n d  

t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  t e n d  t o  b e  m o r e  f a m i l i a r
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w ith  bank policies, entertain ing closer 
relations w ith  bank representatives and 
therefore getting clearer and m ore tho r
ough in form ation on access to financial 
services and fees. T he adoption o f  digital 
financial instrum ents is in general associ
ated w ith  a longer tim e horizon: people 
envisaging an im provem ent in their life 
conditions —  or aim ing for socially recog
nised achievements such as having a family 
—  are keener to explore the potentials o f 
diverse means o f  payment. Conversely, low 
earners w ith lim ited spending options 
often consider cash the device that best fits 
the ir constant need for liquidity, and 
w hich, despite the large use o f  M M T  for 
rem ittances,32 can be m ore easily invested 
in social relations through little gifts or 
loans, and thus feed that reciprocity that is 
the ultim ate safety net for the poorest 
am ong the poor.

UPTAKE OF FINANCIAL  
INNOVATIONS AND SOCIAL  
NETWORKS

Social relations appear to be a m ajor factor 
in the choice o f  using one financial device 
instead o f  another. This holds true for both  
m erchants and customers. M any m er
chants opted for tu rn ing  dow n a specific 
means o f  paym ent so as not to damage 
their neighbour’s business. Sensitive to the 
im pact that Lipa N a M -PESA  could have 
on  neighbouring M -PESA  agents, a local 
superm arket’s keeper decided to opt out o f 
Lipa N a M -PESA. A lthough she is not an 
M -PESA  agent, her shop is located across 
from  two M -PESA  kiosks, and she 
believes that Lipa N a M -PESA would 
eventually erode their profits.

‘There are so many M -PESA around.
People do n ’t really need Lipa N a M -
PESA. They can simply cash out and
pay cash. Let them  [neighbouring M -
PESA agents] also have a profit.’33

A lthough she admits that Lipa N a M - 
PESA facilitates the managing o f  cash 
flows, she suggests that adopting the 
system may have repercussions on her 
social relations. T he concern to cultivate 
neighbourly relations thus plays ou t in the 
decision to refuse to adopt a specific 
means o f  payment. We also noticed that 
merchants w ith  a personal relationship 
w ith  the bank (because they personally 
know  the executives o r the local agents) 
tend to push their customers to make use 
o f  their card. T he ow ner o f  a convenience 
store in Karagita has had over thirty trans
actions in less than three m onths since she 
was provided w ith the bank POS. She has 
been proactive in explaining to her cus
tom ers that, instead o f  going to the bank, 
they can use their cards. She claims to be a 
very good friend o f  one o f  the managers 
o f  the cash-lite pilot at the bank, and she 
believes that ‘keeping the bank happy’ 
(even i f  this entails a 1 per cent fee on 
each transaction) w ould yield advantages 
in the future.

THE SOCIAL EMBEDDEDNESS OF  
FINANCIAL DEVICES

Consistently w ith  the academic literature 
arguing that technological innovation are 
socially em bedded, m eaning that techno
logical artefacts and social organisations 
shape each other,34 the present research 
also found that the use and the ‘in terpreta
tio n ’ o f  different means o f  paym ent 
depend on the context in w hich they are 
deployed. H ow  cash, paym ent cards and 
mobile m oney are used and w hat they 
‘stand for’ are entw ined issues. Cash is 
w idely perceived as a token to access social 
events in w hich financial capital is dis
played to underp in  the cultivation o f  social 
capital.This is particularly evident in chama 
gatherings in rural areas, in w hich most 
people cling to paper money, w ith  im pli
cations for cash-hungry  merchants
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regularly trading w ith farmers. This need 
stems m ainly from  the entrenched signifi
cance o f  chamas in rural areas, where 
formal financial institutions have a very 
lim ited reach. L iquid m oney is in  great 
dem and, particularly am ong those engaged 
in multiple chamas. T he ow ner o f  a beauty 
products shop in Karagita, for instance, 
allows payments through card and M - 
PESA, but she makes sure always to have 
enough cash to contribute to three chamas 
o f  w hich she is a mem ber. She considers 
the gatherings as public relations events 
through w hich she can reach out to her 
female customers. Chamas also play a crit
ical role in supporting the long-term  aspi
rations o f  many flower-farm workers, w ho 
also have the possibility o f  jo in ing  one o f 
the savings and credit cooperative societies 
in their workplaces.

Similarly, cash features prom inently in 
church fundraising. A m ajor wholesaler at 
the Naivasha tow n market and a devoted 
Christian, points ou t that, at each gather
ing, people have to carry along enough 
cash to  fulfil the repeated donation 
requests. In the alms collections, the faith
ful were often invited to pu t their offering 
in an envelope and hand them  in after 
w riting  their names on them . In such a 
context, carrying the object ‘m oney’, duly 
saved and no t wasted on  booze and other 
‘sinful indulgences’, signifies a repeated 
com m itm ent to the com m unity and is tes
tim ony to a life style in adherence to 
Christian values.

CONCLUSIONS AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS
It is apparent that people interact w ith  and 
react to em ergent forms o f  m oney in var
ious ways, w ith people not only using, but 
also m aking sense o f  currency, at times 
w ith  religious purposes and charged w ith 
meaning. This finding, to a great extent 
hinged on the interweaving eventualities

o f  digital and traditional forms o f  money, 
is an invaluable prism  through w hich we 
now  recognise the practicalities that 
people face in adopting digital money. 
Further, the study has unearthed diverse 
social and econom ic contexts in manag
ing, negotiating and converting different 
m onies in peop le’s daily fives. For instance, 
the choice o f  means o f  paym ent stems 
from  a negotiation in w hich the parties 
involved in the transaction further the 
options that best fit their interests and 
needs.

Given the sheer scale o f  the task 
implied by the total elim ination o f  cash, it 
seems m ore likely that cash-lite could be a 
m ore beneficial objective for industry and 
policy makers than reaching a purely cash
less economy. It is manifest, however, that 
w hile the cash-lite agenda is imperative, 
some reflections and discounts need to be 
considered an d /o r conceded. Specifically, 
w hile cashless systems can facilitate pay
ments, the supply-side participants need to 
make available a broad array o f  different 
monies that people can negotiate and con
vert, as they exchange, store and measure 
value, since different contexts call for dif
ferent types o f  m oney to be used.

T here are signals o f  a norm ative 
approach to financial inclusion rather than 
a positivist one, w h ich  w ould allow 
people to exploit appropriately various 
forms o f  m oney as financial tokens to 
invest in  different social groups, eg chamas, 
religious groups. As such, flexibility in the 
availability o f  different m onies will facili
tate and com plem ent a variety o f  social 
groupings, in  the process nourish ing the 
very soul o f  these social entities, as finan
cial and social capital reinforce and sustain 
each other. In fact, social relations appear 
to be a m ajor factor in the choice o f  using 
one financial device instead o f  another, 
and the in terpretation o f  different means 
o f  paym ent is inscribed w ith in social 
networks.

Page 238



Regarding cash, the study found that 
paper m oney projects its materiality on 
social relations built around established 
temporalities such as chama meetings and 
payout schedules, religious gatherings and 
fundraisings, physical spaces such as public 
halls and churches, as well as artefacts such 
as the box o f the chamas contributions, the 
pouch and the envelope for the alms. To 
leverage the potential o f  cash-lite services 
and advance a digital financial inclusion 
agenda in the Global South, practitioners 
should take into account the role that cash 
plays in the reproduction o f  social life in 
specific contexts and envisage locally tail
ored solutions (in terms o f bo th  technol
ogy and business models) to meet the 
diverse needs o f  the population.

Moreover, e-payment systems should 
not only be largely ‘open-source’ for ease 
o f  interoperability w ith other payment 
systems, but also localised to converge 
w ith local contexts. The decision o f  many 
merchants to embrace a means o f  payment 
while turn ing down another stems from 
an evaluation in w hich different factors are 
taken into account: hard costs and losses, 
soft costs and repercussions for social rela
tions. In addition, expressed in multiple 
scales and forms, m oney is associated w ith 
expectations and ideas for the future, w ith 
forw ard-looking entrepreneurs, for 
instance, being particularly supportive o f 
emergent digital means o f  payment.
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