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T
he COVID-19 response in many Sub-Saharan African countries 

included the rapid deployment of social protection programs 

leveraging digital systems to counteract the income losses that 

were disproportionately experienced by urban informal populations. 

Using data from three in-depth country case studies, this paper finds 

that these digital government-to-person (G2P) payments contributed 

to countries reaching beneficiaries quickly and safely and that G2P 

payments may be particularly viable in urban, as compared to rural, 

areas due to greater access to digital and financial infrastructure, 

creative use of big data, and population density that allows for mass 

communication. However, there are still pockets of exclusion in urban 

areas emerging from incomplete digital access, limited financial 

inclusion, underdeveloped financial ecosystems, and high population 

mobility. It is particularly challenging to identify, communicate with, 

assess, and deliver G2P services to informal workers in urban areas due 

to their non-registration status, variable income flows, the blending 

of the home and household enterprises into a single entity, and the 

governments’ limited experience in identifying eligible beneficiaries 

within this segment. While adopting a digital G2P architecture provides 

a promising avenue to strengthen the safety nets for this segment in 

the region, exclusion challenges remain. Given the ubiquity of urban 

informality in the region, countries will need to work to include the 

urban informal in foundational digital systems, such as national IDs and 

social registries, adopt flexible regulatory and hybrid delivery models 

to address the sector’s varied needs, and seek to foster robust digital 

payment ecosystems to maximize the potential for spillover benefits. 
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1. Introduction

The urban population in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is growing, with implications for labor market 

structure. Between 1960 and 2021, the share of SSA’s total population living in cities grew from 15 

percent to 42 percent (UN Population Division 2018). Urban population growth in SSA can be attributed 

to high birth rates, as well as migration driven by both voluntary and involuntary displacement. The 

rural-to-urban movement is accompanied by a shift out of agricultural work and into urban services 

and manufacturing jobs (De Vreyer and Roubaud 2013). There is a general consensus that urban jobs 

can be a source of inclusive productivity (that is, better jobs for the poor or vulnerable), characterized 

by higher earnings and levels of well-being, due to the many benefits offered by urban areas.1 An 

alternative view, however, is that the urban environment can be a source of constraints—overcrowding, 

crime, weak land tenure—leading to employment that is neither more welfare improving nor more 

productive than the agricultural jobs that were left behind (Lall, Henderson, and Venables 2017). 

Approximately 55 percent of Africa’s urban residents live in informal settlements or slums (Gentilini, 

Khosla, and Almenfi 2021).

Informal employment in SSA’s cities and towns is both ubiquitous and diverse. Seventy percent 

of urban employment in SSA is informal (Cunningham et al. 2023a), and the size of Africa’s (rural 

and urban) informal economy2 in terms of gross domestic product is the third largest in the world, 

contributing between 20 percent and 45 percent of gross domestic product across the region (Guven, 

Jain, and Joubert 2021). While the formal private sector employs approximately 15 percent of urban 

workers in SSA, the informal sector is the source of most jobs (figure 1.1). It includes a diverse set 

of individuals, including wage earners, unpaid workers, and the self-employed. Small farmers, street 

vendors, small traders, and artisans are also considered urban informal sector workers. Women are 

large participants in the urban informal sector as well; over 70 percent of employed women work 

under informal conditions (Cunningham et al. 2023a).

1 The literature on the economic benefits of urban agglomerations is well established. For example, urban areas provide more access 

to public and private infrastructure (water, electricity, sewerage) and services (security forces, banks, schools), greater diversity in 

production, and thus opportunities for trade, larger markets of suppliers and clients, and knowledge spillovers. However, as Lall, 

Henderson, and Venables (2017) argue, the economic benefits characteristic of urban zones are often absent in African cities.

2 Within this study, the informal economy encompasses the self-employed (who do not have paid employees), household enterprise 

owners (often self-employed who do not have paid employees), and unpaid or wage employees who do not receive social benefits, a work 

contract, or other legally mandated protections. A small fraction of the informal sector are employers. See ILO 2018 and Cunningham et 

al. 2023a.
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FIGURE 1.1: Distribution of Urban Employment by Employment Types (26 African Countries from 

the SSA Region)

Source: Cunningham et al. 2023a.

Notes: Data are from the global monitoring database for 26 SSA countries. Informal wage employees do not receive social 

benefits or work under a contract, while formal wage employees meet at least one of these conditions. Low-educated self-

employed are a proxy for informal self-employed (who are not registered as firms), while high-educated self-employed and 

employers may or may not be informal. (See source paper, which shows that a significant share of high-educated self-employed 

and employers are not legally registered.) 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for social protection for urban households that rely 

on informal employment for their income. Prior to the pandemic, most of the population working 

in the informal economy did so without social safety nets, and particularly without social programs 

designed to assist in case of job loss (Razavi et al. 2020). The lack of social protection3 is a major source 

of vulnerability for urban informal populations. Where programs do exist, lack of awareness further 

impedes access (ILO 2021). The lockdowns and other impacts of COVID-19 led to income loss for 

many households and firms in the informal economy and, without social protection coverage, pushed 

them toward negative coping mechanisms, such as selling productive assets such as livestock or tools, 

potentially undermining their ability to recover financially (World Bank 2022a). For example, data from 

Liberia, Niger, and Senegal (Cerkez et al. 2023) and from Kenya and Uganda (Kansiime et al. 2021) 

indicate that urban informal household enterprise owners used savings and reduced consumption, 

among other strategies, to cope with the economic impacts of COVID-19. More generally, data from 

Rwanda, Togo, and Zambia show that an estimated 72.3 percent, 65.1 percent, and 70.7 percent of 

households, respectively, resorted to negative coping mechanisms in response to a variety of shocks 

(Guven, Jain, and Joubert 2021).

3 Social protection, as described by the 2022 Social Protection and Jobs Compass (World Bank 2022b), generally refers to social assistance 

and social insurance, as well as policies related to labor, economic inclusion, and care. While this paper adopts the broad term social 

protection to ensure that all G2P payment-related programing is captured, the activities described are typically in the realm of social 

assistance—that is, noncontributory cash transfers. 
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The COVID crisis accelerated the use of digital technology in the delivery of G2P payments, 

particularly in previously underserved urban and informal households in the Africa region. Many 

countries have been investing in the development of social registries, national ID systems, and digital 

payment mechanisms that collectively can enable the efficient administration of social protection 

programs. These tools took on greater importance in rolling out COVID-19 responses that primarily 

targeted urban informal populations (Gentilini 2022; Marin and Palacios 2022). By expanding existing 

targeting approaches, leveraging mobile technology and machine learning, and utilizing digital 

payment modalities, many countries were able to expand existing programs and implement new 

interventions to deliver aid to urban households, cushioning the effects of the pandemic.

This report seeks to understand and to extract relevant policy lessons from how social protection 

programs leveraging digital systems throughout the delivery chain interacted with the urban 

informal sector of SSA during the COVID-19 pandemic. It uses three G2Px case studies covering 

Togo, Nigeria, and Mozambique to determine whether and under what circumstances governments 

were able to use digital tools to deliver monetary benefits to this growing population.4 The report 

describes policy lessons drawn from this analysis that are relevant to governments both within the 

SSA region and globally, incorporating other country experiences when relevant to broaden the scope 

and applicability of the lessons. The concepts and lessons in this paper are generally presented at 

a high level, intended to inform policy in multiple areas related to the execution of, and potential 

spillovers from, social protection programs that utilize digital delivery systems. These include but 

are not limited to communication strategies, social registry design, screening methodologies, agent 

networks, and financial inclusion. While the lessons presented relate most strongly to programs 

involving rapid rollouts of emergency monetary assistance, social protection programs generally can 

benefit from these insights. More robust G2P architectures could conceivably improve any activity 

that involves governments making payments to individuals and may be applicable to other initiatives 

involving the urban informal sector, such as programs designed to enhance savings or participation in 

other social assistance activities.

The study documents how leveraging digital systems and mechanisms helped governments to 

identify and deliver assistance to the urban informal in an adaptive and effective way. With higher 

mobile phone penetration in urban areas, the use of new forms of data, such as call detail records, 

and self-registration via USSD platforms made it feasible and easier to identify and register potential 

beneficiaries. Likewise, the higher penetration of financial access points in urban areas meant that 

delivering payments through mobile money or bank accounts could give beneficiaries more flexibility 

and convenience than assigning a specific payment point or organizing a cash-out event. However, the 

shadow nature of the informal sector and the fact that the informal urban reside in peri-urban areas 

mean that leveraging only digital approaches will still exclude intended beneficiaries unless a flexible 

approach is adopted. 

The study finds that members of the urban informal sector can be successfully served by digitally 

delivered social protection programs, though doing so optimally requires adjustments to program 

design, outreach and registration processes, and program delivery mechanisms, as well as 

developing larger digital financial ecosystems. While the case studies demonstrate that the shift in 

4 A case study focused on Rwanda is not included, as the digital G2P system that was anticipated when this paper began was not realized. 

The more limited set of lessons drawn from Rwanda were not substantive enough to merit a complete note. Instead, the lessons are 

presented directly in this paper.
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program focus from addressing poverty to shock response was effective, it still suffered from flawed 

targeting, particularly among informal enterprise owners. Outreach, registration, and onboarding 

successfully relied on mass media for communication and beneficiary sensitization, instead of relying 

on the usual community outreach channels that rural-targeted programs tend to use. Furthermore, 

new forms of data, including big data, proved to be effective in identifying potential beneficiaries 

and supporting registration and onboarding. Wide mobile phone access enabled self-registration, 

and other (nonsocial) registers that could be cross-referenced with unique identifiers were effective 

in identifying urban informal beneficiaries. On payment delivery, countries with more mature digital 

payment infrastructure were able to distribute digital transfers to urban informal beneficiaries quickly, 

mostly leveraging mobile money accounts and reduced know-your-customer5 (KYC) requirements 

to ensure greater inclusion of the more vulnerable informal population. Digital payments reduced 

the cost of last-mile delivery for the program and potentially increased convenience for beneficiaries 

who could access their payment more flexibly (Klapper and Singer 2017; Hare and Parekh 2020). 

However, the reliance on (or preference for) cash by members of the informal sector limits the usage 

of beneficiary accounts beyond cash-out, such as for peer-to-peer transactions, for merchant or 

bill payments.

More broadly, the case studies, as well as the experiences of other countries, suggest that governments 

should pay particular attention to building foundational digital systems in support of programs 

that perform G2P payments. The presence of widely held IDs, comprehensive social registries, 

interoperable digital payment systems, and clear data-sharing protocols all enable governments to 

deliver G2P payments more efficiently. Equitably including the urban informal into these systems, as 

well as other key areas such as mobile communications and financial markets, is critical to ensuring 

that they are reliably reached by digital G2P delivery systems. Given the unique and varied needs of 

the urban informal, policy makers must remain flexible and should consider using hybrid approaches 

to benefit distribution. Over the long term, however, they should prioritize developing robust digital 

payment ecosystems to maximize the potential for positive spillovers emanating from G2P transfers. 

The report proceeds in five sections. Following this introduction, we describe selected characteristics 

of urban and informal populations that are relevant to the design of digital social protection delivery 

systems, particularly digital G2P payments. We then put forward a structure to organize the analysis, 

adapted from the Social Protection Delivery Chain and the Modern G2P Architecture framework to 

frame the presentation of the lessons learned. We go on to present the lessons gleaned from the 

case studies (complemented by learnings in other countries) and highlight the features of digital G2P 

delivery systems for urban informal populations, as compared to those serving rural beneficiaries. We 

close the report with key recommendations based on what country experiences reveal about how to 

reach the urban informal.

5 For the purposes of this paper, KYC refers to due diligence performed by financial companies to establish the identity of their customers. 

See Chatain et al. 2011.
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2.  Factors that Make Urban-Informal 
Populations Unique

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted how vulnerable urban and peri-urban households, which rely 

on informal employment for their income, are to shocks.6 Outside of the unique COVID period, there 

is growing recognition of the need to support urban informal workers, both in terms of increasing 

the productivity (and thus earnings) of informal household enterprise owners and in providing social 

benefits to urban informal (paid and unpaid) employees to cope with a range of shocks.7

Until recently, G2P payments made to social protection beneficiaries have typically been conducted 

using cash. Beneficiaries of social assistance have primarily been rural households, with interventions 

on average about 10 percentage points higher in rural areas than in urban settings, across income 

groups and regions (Gentilini, Khosla, and Almenfi 2021). This rural predominance has led to the 

development and optimization of G2P delivery systems (digital and non-digital) for that population. 

To serve urban informal populations effectively, the design or operation of G2P delivery systems may 

benefit from modifying existing systems as needed to fit the specific urban informal context.

Urban informal populations differ from their rural counterparts, particularly in terms of their access 

to digital and financial services and the predictability of their circumstances. These differences 

present both unique challenges to, and opportunities for, the efficient and equitable delivery of 

G2P payments. To improve understanding of urban populations that are predominantly engaged in 

informal work, this section highlights key factors that are unique to, or particularly prevalent among, 

this population and that have a bearing on the design of digital G2P delivery processes.8

6 A recent study finds that 60 percent of urban SSA households experienced income loss in the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

while urban informal households were an additional 26 percentage points more likely to have lost income (Cunningham et al. 2023b).

7 Data collected from poor urban household enterprise owners in Liberia, Senegal, and Niger in 2022 find that more than half of the 

respondents reported having experienced a shock in the year prior to the survey. Other than the COVID shock, the respondents listed a 

range of economic, social, and disaster-related shocks. Approximately half of those who experienced a shock did not employ any coping 

strategy. The other primary coping strategies were to reduce household consumption and draw down on personal savings, both of which 

affect future shock-management ability (Cerkez et al. 2023).

8 This section is drawn primarily from three sources: Avalos et al. (2021b), Gentilini (2022), and Urban Poverty GSG (2022), which compiles 

findings from research on urban Africa.
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URBAN CHARACTERISTICS TO CONSIDER IN G2P PROGRAM DESIGN

Urban and peri-urban areas typically have more developed digital infrastructure and penetration 

of financial services than rural areas, as their greater levels of population density lend themselves 

to economies of scale. The more developed digital infrastructure increases access to, and the ease of 

leveraging, digital payment modalities in urban areas. A recent report by ITC Africa using data from 

seven African countries finds that urban cell phone ownership averaged 77 percent, versus an average 

of 59 percent in rural areas (Gillwald, Odufuwa, and Mothobi 2018). Some countries exhibit a wider 

urban-rural divide. In Zambia, for example, the 2021 Findex estimated that cell phone penetration was 

27 percent higher in urban areas. Higher rates of cell phone penetration translate into greater access 

to digital financial services. Within the SSA countries with available data in the Findex (excluding high-

income countries), mobile money account ownership among urban adults averaged 45 percent, versus 

31 percent in rural areas (Demirgüç-Kunt et al. 2021). Urban areas have better access to physical bank 

branches, ATMs, and a growing number of payment agents that can facilitate cash-outs and perform 

other financial transactions as well. Urbanites, therefore, generally have an advantage in accessing 

tools that enable efficient digital G2P payments. This can be less true in poorer urban communities, 

however, as evidenced by the unequal access to the financial system in Mozambique.

Urban areas are generally more dynamic than rural areas in the distribution of the population. Cities 

often attract large numbers of internal migrants, and the relatively high cost of living frequently causes 

individuals to change residences, leading to elevated turnover in communities and lowering social 

cohesion (Avalos et al. 2021a). These factors make social registries difficult to build and maintain, 

especially since characteristics such as address, employment status, and income level may change 

frequently. Furthermore, urban areas have a greater degree of inequality—in income, access to services, 

and connectivity, among other factors—than rural zones, and the urban poor often suffer exclusion on 

various fronts, including financial and digital (Chen and Ravallion 2007; Potts 2008; Bishoge 2021).

Defining an urban “household” and a “community” can be challenging. The standard approach to 

specifying households as “people living under the same roof” generally functions well in rural areas, 

where households tend to be composed mainly of family members. Urban living arrangements, 

however, often involve multiple families sharing the same room, the same housing unit, or living in 

multistory buildings but not pooling other resources, such as income (Gentilini, Khosla, and Almenfi 

2021). This dynamic blurs the normal definition of households and requires a rethinking of how the 

targeting of social programs is carried out. Similarly, community arrangements are present in urban 

settings but differ in their levels of strength and functionality. While strong social cohesion and a village 

structure has been an asset for the implementation of social programs in rural areas, the reduced 

social cohesion in urban areas, emerging from the turnover of community members and high density, 

can lead to the challenge of who knows whom, as experienced in a Mauritania community–based 

approach for urban areas. However, this limitation is not always observed, such as in Côte d’Ivoire, 

where urban neighborhood chiefs were instrumental in program preregistration (Gentilini, Khosla, and 

Almenfi 2021). Virtual communities that are tied through common interests, rather than geography, 

such as professional associations, serve community functions in some urban areas. 
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Urban communities engage in a wider variety of professions than rural areas, where agriculture 

is the predominant economic activity. Urban employment is mostly blue collar, day-wage or self-

employed, and precarious in nature (Cunningham et al. 2023a). The nature of such work results in 

unstable incomes; informal workers may generate sufficient earnings one day and nothing the next.9 

This dynamic may limit opportunities to engage in savings that require regular periodic contributions 

(Jain 2023). 

Due to the poverty profile of the urban population, its members may not be the focus of most 

existing social protection programs. Social protection programming in SSA has concentrated mostly 

on poor households located predominantly in rural areas. A larger share of the rural population 

is poor, as compared to the urban population (figure 2.1), which justifies the greater attention to 

poverty reduction in rural areas. However, while urban populations are not the poorest, they still suffer 

significant deprivation (Bishoge 2021). Applying various poverty lines to the World Bank’s Global 

Monitoring Database, 57 percent of the urban population falls between the poorest poverty line (less 

than $2.15) and the higher international poverty line (less than $6.85). This “missing middle,” whose 

members may not be poor enough to be eligible for antipoverty programs, is still poor by other 

definitions. The majority work in the informal sector and thus do not have access to public insurance 

safety nets, leaving a large segment of the urban poor unprotected (Guven, Jain, and Joubert 2021). 

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, and with new attention to adaptive social protection to manage 

shock responsiveness, policy makers are giving greater attention to social protection for urban 

populations, though still focusing on rural targeted programs. 

FIGURE 2.1: Share of SSA Population below Each Indicated Poverty Line, by Urban and Rural

Source: author’s calculations using the Global Monitoring Database. 

9 Empirical studies regularly find that the mean level of earnings of wage workers and self-employed is quite similar, though the variance 

is much larger for self-employed workers. 
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INFORMAL CHARACTERISTICS TO CONSIDER IN G2P PROGRAM DESIGN

Participants in the informal economy share characteristics that affect both the ability of governments 

to identify and transfer monetary assistance to them quickly and the potential for recipients to 

utilize their benefits. As stated in the footnote above, for the purposes of this paper, the term informal 

refers to the self-employed, who do not have paid employees; household enterprise owners, who are 

often self-employed and do not have paid employees; and unpaid or wage employees, who do not 

receive social benefits, a work contract, or other legally mandated protections. A small share of the 

informal sector is employers. Several key papers profile SSA informal-sector membership (Danquah, 

Schotte, and Sen 2021; ILO 2018; Cunningham et al. 2023a).

Urban informal workers are poorer and less educated than formal workers. An average of 20 percent 

of urban informal workers in SSA can be classified as “extremely poor” (daily per capita consumption 

less than $1.90), as compared to 5 percent of urban formal workers. While most of the urban informal 

have completed no more than primary school, 60 percent of formal workers have at least some 

secondary education (Cunningham et al. 2023a). These conditions imply that they are in turn less 

likely to own cell phones, less able to use more advanced functions on those phones, and less likely to 

use mobile banking.

Informal enterprise owners or employees are, by definition, not registered. Such enterprises,10 

therefore, may not be captured by municipal or national social security programs, business registries, 

or other formal registries. Similarly, informal workers would not appear in registries for contributory 

social protection programs (such as pensions and health insurance). This may present challenges in 

finding potential program beneficiaries and in using data-based targeting mechanisms.

Informal enterprises have high turnover rates. Seventy percent of SSA informal businesses are five 

years old or younger, and 40 percent are a year old or younger (Cunningham et al. 2023a). This churn 

further frustrates the ability of registries to maintain accurate data, as information that may have been 

captured on these businesses may quickly become outdated.

Participants in the informal economy are spatially mobile. Informal enterprises, such as taxis or street 

vendors, are highly mobile. Informal businesses also have a high propensity to operate out of homes, 

rather than separate establishments (Fox and Sohnesen 2012). These factors complicate capturing 

the location of an informal enterprise within a registry. Registries are also challenged by the need to 

distinguish between household enterprises and the household itself, as it can be unclear if individuals 

are employees, family members, or both. 

The use of cash for transactions is a common feature among informal populations. Informal 

enterprises are usually small businesses, tend to transact largely with nonformal entities, and rely 

heavily on cash-based transactions. While use varies by context, many self-employed members of the 

informal sector have not adopted digital forms of payments, and those outside the financial system 

cannot access formal credit. As noted by Cunningham et al. (2023a), owners of informal enterprises 

often mix their personal and business finances (almost 80 percent on average) and use more informal 

10 Informal enterprises refer to businesses that, as described by Aga et al. (2022), are noncompliant in registration or licensing, employment 

standards, or tax payments. 
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savings mechanisms than formal enterprises. For those owners who do not maintain separate accounts, 

this leads to inefficiencies, as it is good practice to keep business and household finances separate.11

The interaction of informal businesses with formal supply chains is limited. The reliance of informal 

enterprises on cash transactions limits them to interacting with the general public and other informal 

businesses and impairs their ability to engage with formal wholesale suppliers. As a result, informal 

businesses may face increased financing costs and higher prices when restocking goods or acquiring 

inputs. The restricted network of economic activity also implies that wealth generation is stifled, with 

existing money circulating within communities, rather than new funds entering them. 

Informal businesses have less access to financial capital. Informal enterprises often operate outside 

the financial system. Ninety percent of such businesses lack bank accounts (Cunningham et al. 

2023a). Less engagement with financial services, and restricted wealth generation, constrain access 

to financial capital. In turn, informal enterprises generally lag formal businesses in physical capital and 

productivity. 

Informal households and enterprises have very limited risk-management practices. Informal 

enterprises face multiple sources of risk, and these are made more difficult to manage due to informal 

enterprises’ limited capacity to generate savings or access insurance products. These risks include 

unpredictable income flows due to shifting demand or competition, extreme sensitivity to prices 

shocks, exposure to asset theft, lost earnings from illness or injury, and urban climate disasters due to 

poor urban planning. However, a three-country study in SSA found that more than half of household 

enterprise owners “do nothing” when experiencing an economic, weather, or personal shock, while 

another 30 percent run down personal savings (Cerkez et al. 2023).

In delivering social protection programs targeting urban-informal populations, the characteristics 

of urban and informal poor need to be accounted for. We next consider the Social Protection 

Delivery Chain and the Modern G2P Architecture framework and how urban and informal factors may 

play a part.

11 ILO (2018) uses separation of accounts as a proxy for formality.
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3.  Organizing Structure to Present 
the Study Findings 

To describe the delivery of G2P payments to urban informal populations, we draw inspiration from 

two existing models: the Social Protection Delivery Chain and the Modern G2P Architecture. We draw 

elements out of each and organize the rest of the paper accordingly.

The Social Protection Delivery Chain has been used as a framework to describe the various 

implementation phases of social protection programs (Lindert et al. 2020). The delivery chain 

broadly describes the progression of programs from the assessment phase, which includes outreach, 

intake and registration, and assessment of needs and conditions, through an enrollment phase, a 

provision phase, and a management phase, which entails case management, compliance monitoring, 

and exit arrangements. Virtually all social protection programs pass through similar implementation 

phases as described along the delivery chain. The delivery chain is shown in figure 3.1.

FIGURE 3.1: Social Protection Delivery Chain

Source: Sourcebook on the Foundations of Social Protection Delivery Systems
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The Modern G2P Architecture is a framework that describes 16 building blocks, organized into 

three pillars, alongside design principles. The building blocks enable and characterize the end-to-

end digital delivery of G2P payments, encompassing all systems, infrastructure, regulations, policies, 

and design choices (World Bank 2022c). The framework also highlights some of the main design 

principles that a G2P architecture should adopt in order to achieve long-term development outcomes. 

This framework provides a starting point for countries to assess their current G2P architecture and 

to define and work toward their own ideal scenario, where shared infrastructure is leveraged across 

programs and recipients’ needs, barriers, and preferences are at the center of the design. (See box 3.1 

for more on the Modern G2P Architecture.)

Box 3.1: Building Blocks of the Modern G2P Architecture

A country’s G2P architecture encompasses all systems, infrastructure, regulations, policies, and design choices 
that enable and characterize the end-to-end delivery of G2P payments. A modern G2P architecture is one that 
increases recipients’ welfare, enables government-wide fiscal savings, and stimulates the private sector to 
develop the financial ecosystem. By definition, it follows a recipient-centric design and should address barriers 
and gaps to ensure effective inclusion.

In general, there are 16 building blocks that are needed to deliver digital G2P payments in a way that can lead to 
long-term development outcomes. These building blocks, shown in the figure below, are organized around three 
pillars: Infrastructure, Product and Market Design, and Inclusion and Empowerment. The framework also includes 
design principles that should be considered in the design and implementation of the building blocks to create 
an inclusive, empowering, and efficient G2P architecture. Leveraging shared infrastructure, making payments 
into transaction accounts, providing recipients with choice of payment method and provider, and ensuring that 
recipient needs, barriers, and preferences are at the center of design and implementation and will be key to 
achieve long-term development outcomes.

FIGURE 3.2: Next-Generation G2P Payment Building Blocks

Source: World Bank 2022c.
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Infrastructure: In a modern G2P architecture, multiple agencies and programs making G2P payments leverage 
the same infrastructure to manage and distribute their payments. This includes sharing sectoral databases 
(for example, a comprehensive social registry), leveraging digital ID systems, distributing payments through 
the national payment systems (real-time gross settlement systems/automated clearinghouses [RTGS/ACH], 
card switches, mobile money switches, and faster payment systems [FPS]), pooling resources and payment 
instructions at the treasury, and using account directories/central mappers, where appropriate, to manage payee 
information.

Product and Market Design: For many recipients, a G2P payment into their account is their first (or only regular) 
interaction with the financial system. Therefore, programs and agencies making G2P payments are uniquely 
positioned to support financial-inclusion goals. To achieve the financial-inclusion benefits of digital G2P payments, 
sending payments into accounts is not enough; the characteristics of recipient accounts are equally important. 
Recipients should be paid using a transaction account that enables them to cash out, store money safely, make 
payments, and access other financial services. Furthermore, the broader digital payment ecosystem should also 
have adequate access points and acceptance networks, as these are vital to stimulating usage and enabling 
meaningful financial inclusion. Finally, the recipient should have the option to choose the provider and payment 
method that is most convenient to them, including cash especially when the digital ecosystem is still nascent. 

Inclusion and Empowerment: Digital G2P payments do not automatically lead to inclusion and empowerment. 
While digital G2P payments have the potential to increase convenience, inclusion, empowerment, and efficiency, 
these outcomes are not automatic. The policies and accompanying measures put in place are critical to ensure 
that digital methods do not lead instead to the exclusion of intended recipients, further digital divide, or new 
(unfamiliar) risks to recipients. The building blocks in this pillar underline the importance of providing recipients 
with the necessary information to use digital payments confidently and make informed choices. It also highlights 
the need for adequate consumer protection and privacy safeguards, as well as mechanisms to redress grievances, 
to ensure that recipients can find digital transfers safer than cash transfers. Finally, the building blocks underline 
the need to design with the recipients in mind, especially groups that might experience higher exclusion, such 
as women. 

Source: World Bank 2022c. 

The organizing structure that we use to present the analysis in this report is drawn from both the 

Social Protection Delivery Chain and the Modern G2P architecture framework. The illustration in 

figure 3.3 shows the structure with which the analysis in this paper is presented.12 This organizing 

structure focuses on specific implementation blocks relevant for the programs targeted at urban-

informal populations as drawn from the case studies and other country examples. The structure also 

draws from the Modern G2P Architecture by reflecting on the larger system and context within which 

a specific program’s delivery system operates. The analysis is presented in four phases: the program 

design phase; the outreach, registration, and onboarding phase; the delivery of payments phase; and 

the post-payment phase.

12 Notably, figure 2.2 is not a conceptual framework. It is a visual diagram of the thematic areas that emerged from the data, which reference 

established conceptual frameworks.

(Continued)



Organizing Structure to Present the Study Findings  | 13

FIGURE 3.3: Urban Informal G2P Organizing Structure

Source: Authors’ rendering.
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Program 
Design

Outreach,
Registration, 
& Onboarding 

Delivery of
Payments 

Post-Payment



14 | Delivering Digital G2P Payments to Urban Informal Populations: Lessons and Future Policy Implications from COVID-19 Responses

leverage existing national payment systems (such as clearing and settlement systems supporting 

interoperability across financial providers), when available, to deliver payments directly into beneficiary 

accounts of their choice. 

Post-Payment: Once the payment is received, urban-informal beneficiaries still need to access and 

use their transfers for household or economic activities. This means that they will need either to make 

cash withdrawals or to keep the transfer in their account to make digital payments at merchant shops, 

transfer funds digitally to peers or suppliers, or save. The building blocks under the Product and 

Market Design pillar of the Modern G2P Architecture highlight the need to have a wide distribution 

network and access points that can enable beneficiaries to cash out if they so desire, especially in 

ecosystems where acceptance of digital payments is still nascent. With improved access to digital 

financial service infrastructure, and as payment acceptance networks expand, beneficiaries are better 

able also to use their transfer digitally, thereby further enhancing convenience. This phase includes the 

last-mile ecosystem, various modalities and strategies for users to take advantage of existing digital 

modalities. Ensuring that consumer protection, grievance redressal, and especially digital financial 

education strategies are in place are key to ensuring that beneficiaries can safely access and use their 

digital payments. 

Using the blocks illustrated in figure 3.3 as a guide, the next section presents lessons on the design 

of digital G2P payments for poor informal urban, as opposed to rural, populations. The lessons are 

underpinned by examples and a discussion of the pros and cons of the traditional and the urban-

adapted G2P system design.
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4.  Digital G2P Delivery Systems for 
Reaching the Urban Informal: 
Lessons from Case Studies

Reflecting on the unique characteristics of urban informal populations and the implementation of 

COVID-19 response programs across three case-study countries—Mozambique, Nigeria, and Togo13—

this section highlights key lessons on how existing systems can be altered and new programs can 

be designed to function in this context. The lessons also explore vulnerabilities and opportunities 

that are present as programs are rolled out. The lessons are presented using the organizing framework 

introduced in section 3, grouping lessons along the phases of Program Design; Outreach, Registration, 

and Onboarding; Delivery of Payments; and Post-Payment. Box 4.1 presents brief descriptions of the 

programs that were analyzed in each case study.

13 Countries were selected for the case studies based on the following criteria: an ongoing World Bank social protection lending operations 

supporting COVID-19 response, the program included coverage in urban areas (providing an opportunity to support the dialogue to 

digitize G2P payments for the informal sector in these countries), and countries that are of interest to the G2Px Initiative.

Box 4.1: A Summary of COVID-19 Responses in Togo, Mozambique, and Nigeria

With roughly 80 percent of the population as mobile users, Togo’s Novissi Program relied on an entirely digital 
payment process, making it unique among countries in SSA (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). At the outset 
of the pandemic, Togo lacked a social registry and a widely held foundational national ID system. Instead, the 
government was able to leverage the functional voter ID registration records, which encompassed over 90 percent 
of the adult population (18 years of age and older) and were up to date due to a recent election. To cushion the 
economic effects of the pandemic, Novissi offered cash transfers of $19 ($22.50 for women), generally extending 
over two to five months and delivered through mobile money accounts. Applicants were required to text their 
voter card number and other basic personal information, which was then verified against Election Commission 
data. These records were simultaneously used to screen applicants for eligibility based in part on their occupation 
and location, which was also collected during voter registration. If approved, beneficiaries received transfers 
directly into mobile accounts, with the monetary authorities allowing for the remote opening of accounts by 

(Continued)
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mobile network operators to mitigate the potential for exclusion. Novissi was able to distribute benefits to roughly 
500,000 members of the informal sector in its first phase, the majority of whom were women.

Faced with relatively low rates of cell phone ownership and uneven access to the financial system, Mozambique 
used both digital means and cash to deliver G2P payments (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar Chimal 
2023). Prior to COVID-19, a limited number of vulnerable people (primarily in rural areas) were covered by social 
protection and public works programs; Productive Social Action Programme beneficiaries were selected by local 
officials, screened by the central government through household visits, and paid in cash. In response to the 
pandemic, Mozambique expanded transfer payments in urban areas under the Post-Emergency Direct Social 
Assistance Program. At-risk communities were identified using a geotargeting poverty map. Local leaders within 
selected areas were responsible for choosing beneficiaries, and government household visits were eliminated 
to speed onboarding. While many beneficiaries were paid in cash, some were incorporated into a pilot digital 
payment program, perhaps most notably in Maputo. As part of the pilot, recipients were enrolled at prescheduled 
events in which they were issued a cell phone and assisted with opening a restricted mobile money account for 
receiving transfers. Opening accounts for G2P payment recipients was made easier by loosening Mozambique’s 
substantial KYC documentation requirements. Measures were also taken to ensure that recipients were not 
affected by withdrawal fees. Approximately 800,000 people received assistance under Mozambique’s COVID-19 
response, the majority of whom were women; 206,000 were paid digitally. 

Nigeria piloted its Urban Cash Transfer Program in March 2021, intending both to expand social protection coverage 
in urban areas and to inform future rapid response efforts (Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). Whereas before the 
pandemic Nigeria relied on community structures and on cash as part of its flagship social protection program, 
its pilot leveraged high rates of cell phone penetration to communicate and deliver payments. Vulnerable urban 
wards were selected using an AI-driven poverty map, and mass text messages were sent soliciting applications 
in chosen areas. Applicants submitted personal information by dialing a USSD code and were later visited by a 
government official to confirm their eligibility. Beneficiaries could use existing bank or mobile money accounts 
to receive transfers of $11.60, but financial agents sometimes accompanied officials on site visits to assist with 
opening new accounts. For those with limited ID documents, Nigeria’s tiered KYC rules enabled the opening of 
restricted accounts. By May 2022, Nigeria had distributed transfers to about 700,000 beneficiaries registered in 
its Rapid Response Registry through bank accounts or mobile wallets. 

ADAPTING PROGRAM DESIGN TO SERVE URBAN INFORMAL BENEFICIARIES

New programs targeted specifically at urban populations were launched by adapting existing 

targeting mechanisms and delivery systems using digital technology. To reach populations 

effectively in urban locations affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, many countries replicated their 

rural programs in urban areas but with digitally adapted versions of the existing delivery systems. 

Traditional rural-focused programs, for instance, leveraged social registries, but these have little 

coverage of urban populations. Payment delivery systems had been optimized to meet the specific 

needs of rural populations,14 but these same systems did not exist in urban areas. 

14 The rural safety nets program in Nigeria specifically engaged payment service providers to set up pay points for rural beneficiaries to 

access their transfers.

(Continued)
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The programs that were implemented in urban areas were designed to address structural poverty, 

but several were adapted to provide emergency relief to temporary shocks. Similar to the rural 

programs, beneficiaries of the urban programs in two of our case studies were targeted using poverty 

variables, rather than variables to capture temporary shocks (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar 

Chimal 2023; Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). However, the program objectives were more aligned 

with emergency relief. The COVID-19 responses in our case studies were all designed as short-term 

cash transfers15 aimed at providing immediate support to households that may have suffered job and 

income losses or other effects of the crisis and lockdowns. Nigeria piloted a COVID-19 urban cash 

transfer program in two states and is leveraging the lessons from the urban cash transfers to develop 

a shock-response system for the country.16 In Togo, over 500,000 urban beneficiaries received two 

months of cash transfers through a program specifically responding to shocks related to COVID-19 

(Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). In South Africa, the emergency Social Relief of Distress Grant 

(SRD 350) was created to provide income support to informal workers or the unemployed to cope with 

the extensive COVID-19 economic disruptions, but the program has been slower to refocus as a shock-

response system. While the program has tightened the validation of its eligibility criteria, it still provides 

grants, equivalent to $20, to more than eight million beneficiaries monthly in the post-COVID period. 

Countries in the case studies leveraged adapted forms of their targeting system to expand to 

urban areas. Togo’s social protection program had virtually no presence in urban areas and did not 

make use of a social register (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023).. To reach the targeted population, 

Togo’s Novissi leveraged nonstandard forms of data, cross-referencing information from the Election 

Commission and telecommunications data. A fully digital delivery system was developed, and 

payments were made directly into beneficiaries’ mobile wallets. In Nigeria, the geographical targeting 

used in the COVID-19 urban cash transfer program was adapted by incorporating high-resolution 

poverty maps built from satellite imagery,17 which enabled more precise targeting of urban locations 

with predominantly informal workers. Incorporating digital technologies enabled new programs to 

roll out, sometimes in very short timelines (for example, Togo), and enabled the use of systems that 

reached the urban-informal population better. This shift toward digital, however, created the potential 

for exclusion, as poorer informal populations may have lacked access to digital resources.

In spite of the complexities in identifying “households” in urban areas, many social protection 

programs were designed as household support, even if the program was intended to support informal 

enterprises. Social protection programs, including those targeting urban informal populations, have 

mostly implemented household-level interventions. Looking at the social protection interventions in the 

case studies, the primary focus was shock-affected households in urban areas. There was a noticeable 

lack of intentional programming that focused on informal enterprises. The Post-Emergency Direct Social 

Assistance Program in Mozambique targeted shock-affected households (Webster, Risso Brandon, and 

Zaldivar Chimal 2023), and the Nigeria COVID-19 urban cash transfers targeted households in urban 

locations (Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). However, a second program in Nigeria, the COVID-19 

Action Recovery and Economic Stimulus Program included a component focused on supporting 

the recovery of micro and small-scale enterprises. The component was designed to encourage self-

15 Gentilini (2022) reports that the average duration for COVID-19 responses was 4.5 months, with an average extension of 6.3 months 

where an extension was done.

16 The Nigerian government has designed the National Social Safety Net Program Scale-Up to provide time-limited cash transfers to shock-

affected poor and vulnerable populations, predominantly targeted in urban areas.

17 See Blumenstock et al. 2021.
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registration, with successfully selected firms receiving support for operations and digitization (World 

Bank 2020).18 Similarly, the Recovery of Economic Activity for Liberian Informal Sector Employment 

(REALISE) Project provided grants to micro-household enterprises that were at risk of shutting down 

due to the pandemic and its aftermath (World Bank 2021b). Togo may have achieved a good balance 

by using the variable “Occupation” to identify people working in low-skilled trades, many of whom are 

self-employed or household enterprise owners (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023).

OUTREACH, REGISTRATION, AND ONBOARDING IN AN URBAN INFORMAL 
CONTEXT

Communication in urban areas relied more on mass media than on community mobilization, as 

compared to rural-targeted programs. Effective communication is important for program awareness 

and beneficiary sensitization to boost program participation. While rural areas would normally 

depend on community leaders and village meetings to share information about new social programs, 

the case studies found that other mechanisms were used in urban areas. The greater proximity to 

digital infrastructure and better connectivity in urban areas presented opportunities for utilizing 

other communication channels, such as SMS messages, or mass media, such as radio. For example, 

program-implementing authorities in Nigeria worked with the telecommunications agencies to blast 

SMS messages to cell phone clients in targeted urban areas (Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). In Togo, 

most focus group participants said they heard about the Novissi Program via radio (Webster, Boko, 

and Akogbeto 2023). Mozambique was an exception, however, as community leaders still played a key 

role in sensitizing beneficiaries (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar Chimal 2023). 

While these urban-centric mechanisms were generally successful, they had some drawbacks. The SMS 

protocol, for instance, is considered unreliable, as its design and implementation does not guarantee 

the delivery of sent SMS messages to their intended recipient.19 Other challenges were present as well. 

For example, there were reports in Nigeria that the communication SMSs were received on the phones 

of rural residents who lived in locations different from the targeted urban area (Webster, Ubah, and 

Pulver 2023). More broadly, there may be cases where government data-protection policy prevents 

access to individuals’ call detail records or restricts the use of phone numbers for data cross-matching. 

The use of mobile phone numbers also assumes that there is one user per cellular device, though data 

suggest regular sharing of handsets. For many individuals receiving these messages, literacy may be 

an issue. Confidence in the veracity of the message, and in national authorities generally, could also be 

factors that prevent people from reading the received messages. 

The use of big data may be more efficient than door-to-door data collection to identify the poor 

when targeting urban-informal populations, as compared to the rural poor. While proxy-means 

tests (PMTs), which rely on data that are collected from individuals at the household level, have 

been commonly used to identify poor beneficiaries of rural social protection programs, the mobility 

restrictions instituted during the COVID-19 pandemic (which disallowed face-to-face data collection) 

and the need to collect data quickly in dense urban areas, led to creative uses of big data, alongside 

other existing sources of information, to identify potential beneficiaries. In Mozambique and Nigeria, 

18 Outcomes of the COVID-19 Action Recovery and Economic Stimulus Program are currently unknown, as implementation is still in early 

stages.

19 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SMS#Unreliability. 
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satellite images provided high-resolution regional poverty maps available at the lowest administrative 

levels (wards in Nigeria, bairros in Mozambique). These images were used in geotargeting, identifying 

“catchment areas” (Mozambique) and prioritizing locations (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar 

Chimal 2023; Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). In Togo, a USSD20 application was used by potential 

eligible beneficiaries to self-register, collecting voter ID to authenticate against the electoral database 

(Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). In a second phase of the Novissi Program in Togo, call detail 

records from mobile service providers were used alongside AI algorithms to determine program 

eligibility. As big data becomes more available, and more evidence emerges regarding its effectiveness 

in proxying variables used for targeting social programs (see box 4.2 as an example), these data 

sources may become preferred in dense urban areas, as compared to face-to-face data collection. This 

may be true especially in the context of urban slums, since big data and machine-learning concepts 

can be used to do better geographic targeting of spatially mobile informal populations. 

That said, using big data is not without its challenges. Ensuring data privacy may mean that the use 

of certain data that could be used in identifying the socioeconomic status of households is limited.21 

While many informal enterprises operate out of the owners’ homes, big data geographic identification 

of poverty may not capture enterprises’ shocks or well-being. 

20 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unstructured_Supplementary_Service_Data. 

21 Nigeria’s current data-protection policy, captured in the Nigerian Data Protection Regulation of 2019, prevented social programs from 

accessing call detail records, as such variables could not be used while identifying the urban poor.

Box 4.2:  Using Big Data and Machine Learning to Locate the Poor in Nigeria

Nigeria is a diverse multi-ethnic federation of 36 autonomous states and the Federal Capital Territory, with over 
200 million people and a young and dynamic society. The COVID-19 pandemic impoverished urban Nigerians who 
were highly dependent on service-sector incomes. To support this “temporarily poor” and to build a sustainable 
shock-response delivery platform, the Nigerian government launched the COVID-19 urban cash transfers, which 
has been piloted in two states, with plans to expand to all 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory through the 
National Social Safety Net Program Scale-Up.

As with existing social safety net programs, the targeting approach used poverty maps for geographic targeting. 
Poverty maps show the specific communities in which poor people live, thereby using geographic targeting to 
identify communities that may be eligible for a social protection program. Historically, such poverty maps have 
relied on a combination of household surveys and censuses. Nigeria’s most recent census was in 2006, implying 
the need for new data to inform the geographic targeting.

To provide more up-to-date and more granular poverty estimates for Nigeria, recent advances in deep learning 
were used to construct high-resolution poverty maps using data from satellite imagery and other sources of 
geospatial big data, deviating from the older survey-based data. These techniques work by “learning” how 
to identify poverty by being exposed to a large dataset that matches ground-truth labels of poverty (from 
geolocated household surveys) to imagery and other geospatial data. Intuitively, the algorithms learn the visible 
features that are predictive of poverty, such as road quality, building density, and land topology. (See figure 4.1.)

(Continued)
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FIGURE 4.1: Using Deep Learning to Construct a High-Resolution Poverty Map from Satellite 

Imagery and Other Sources of Geospatial Big Data

Source: Blumenstock et al. 2021.

After constructing these poverty maps, they were carefully validated in Nigeria, using several independent sources 
of survey data. In particular, the original poverty maps were trained using data from the nationally representative 
2018 Demographic and Health Survey but were cross-checked and validated using the 2018/19 National Living 
Standards Survey (NLSS). This step is vital because the 2018/19 NLSS is used to calculate Nigeria’s official poverty 
and inequality statistics. These validation exercises confirmed a strong correlation between the welfare estimates 
from the machine-learning approach and those of the 2018/19 NLSS. (See figure 4.2.) In this sense, far from 
replacing existing household surveys, digital solutions built on the solid foundations provided.

FIGURE 4.2: Validation of the Accuracy of the High-Resolution Poverty Maps, Produced Using 

Big Data and Machine Learning

Source: Blumenstock et al. 2021.

(Continued)
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By definition, the urban informal are not registered and typically will not appear in administrative 

databases of firms, nor is their job status recorded in social registries, requiring alternative strategies 

to identify informal entrepreneurs. Social registries have traditionally covered the informal poor in 

rural areas and usually include only a small percentage of urban residents. Firm registries in many 

countries were used to direct cash support to defray the losses incurred by mobility restrictions, to keep 

employees on their books, or to encourage them not to shut down permanently. These registries largely 

missed informal enterprises.22 Instead, the countries in our case studies used two different strategies. 

Nigeria used the Rapid Response Registry, which targeted benefits to the urban poor but did not take 

into consideration household enterprise ownership (Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). Other countries 

used alternate (not social) registries to identify households running informal enterprises. For example, 

Togo took advantage of the variable “Occupation” in a recently collected voter registration database to 

identify people working in low-skilled trades, many of whom are self-employed or household enterprise 

owners (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). A third methodology was used in Liberia’s REALISE 

Project, where household representatives in geographically targeted communities (where activities 

would be carried out) visited project recruitment centers for an assisted self-registration process.23

In spite of advances, registration is still a significant challenge for informal enterprises. Togo’s story 

is one of luck—the database happened to have been collected right before the pandemic began, and 

the variable “Occupation” was included—but it also points to the needs (i) to identify the variables 

that can be collected via registries that can be used to identify informal workers and entrepreneurs, 

and (ii) to collect and update the data regularly in preparation for the next crisis. Also, the intended 

population of different registries may exclude potential populations that should be captured by an 

informal enterprise survey. For example, Togo’s voter records worked very well, but only for Togolese 

who are eligible to vote. This excluded from the registry foreign informal workers.

22 A nationally representative Business Pulse Survey was conducted by the Bank of Industry in Nigeria. Almost 90 percent of firm 

respondents reported that they did not receive a support measure since the outbreak of COVID-19. The survey also indicated a reduction 

in demand for products and a decrease in cash-flow availability.

23 See REALISE Support to Small Businesses (SSB) Operations Handbook.

Smythe and Blumenstock (2022) present the following three intuitive results, which argue for the superiority of 
high-resolution poverty maps based on machine learning, as compared to maps based on surveys:

1. The machine-learning poverty map provides for better geographic disaggregation, improving the 
performance of programs targeting smaller administrative units, to direct benefits more precisely to the 
poorest regions.

2. The coverage of the satellite-based poverty maps is not dependent on ground surveys, which many times 
are unable to occur in all parts of the country for varying reasons. Using machine-learning methods allows 
for fuller coverage of the geographical targeting.

3. The targeting outcomes of methods based on machine learning show a high correlation when compared 
with survey-benchmarked wealth estimates. 

In short, the machine-learning approach provides an objective targeting approach that delivers a higher 

proportion of benefits to the poorest people. 

Sources: Smythe and Blumenstock 2022; Blumenstock et al. 2021; NAN 2021. 

(Continued)
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Wider access to cell phones enables more beneficiaries to self-register, making the enrollment 

process more efficient. While registration done face to face at village meetings or by means of door-to-

door visits is commonly employed in rural areas, dense urban areas required a more hands-off process. 

Due to broad access to cell phones and connectivity, self-registration through a USSD application 

was common among programs rolled out in the wake of COVID-19 (Gentilini, Khosla, and Almenfi 

2021; Gentilini et al. 2022). This process allowed owners of feature phones to self-register and provide 

sufficient information that allowed for concurrent registration and enrollment into interventions. 

In Togo, information was collected from potential beneficiaries through a USSD application. This 

information was used by the Novissi platform to screen eligible recipients automatically. 

While digital registration worked well, it risked excluding the most vulnerable beneficiaries. Cell 

phone coverage is high in urban areas, but it is not universal (table 4.1), especially for women, who 

are 13 to 25 percentage points less likely to own mobile phones in three of our case-study countries. 

The type of phone individuals own will also determine their ability to engage with a program. A USSD 

application can work on a basic mobile phone, but more intuitive and visual web-based or mobile 

applications may be accessed only using a smartphone. Additionally, there are differences between 

what a mobile phone can do in areas with 2G mobile network coverage versus 3G,24 though coverage 

is not universal, either. Calling credits cost money that the most vulnerable do not have, thus limiting 

their potential to register.25 Low financial and digital literacy may also be constraints. 

TABLE 4.1: Digital Access Statistics (Percentages)

Statistics Year Nigeria 
(%)

Mozambique 
(%)

Togo  
(%)

Adults that own a mobile phone 2021–22 73 55 68

Female adults that own a mobile phone 2021–22 61 47 62

Male adults that own a mobile phone 2021–22 86 63 75

Rural dwellers who own a mobile phone 2021–22 65 54 64

Urban dwellers who own a mobile phone 2021–22 79 56 79

Population covered by at least a 2G mobile network 2020 74 82 91

Sources: Global Findex Database 2021; International Telecommunication Union.

PAYMENT DELIVERY

Because the digital ecosystem is developed more in urban areas than rural areas, digital payment 

methods can effectively and efficiently reach urban-informal populations, though additional 

efforts may be needed to include more vulnerable urban dwellers. Countries with developed digital 

ecosystems—such as those with high ID system coverage and widely accessible digital payment 

systems—were able to use these platforms for social protection. For example, both Rwanda and Nigeria 

tapped into the existing ecosystem to make digital payments (Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). 

24 2G is the GSM specification intended for providing mobile communication for voice, and 3G is the specification for mobile communication 

with enhanced capabilities for mobile users other than voice. Applications such as video calls, high-speed internet, multimedia 

applications, video streaming, video conferencing, and location-based services can operate on mobile phones only in 3G areas.

25 To encourage the registration of the most vulnerable, the USSD channel used in Nigeria was toll-free. The effectiveness of this is still to 

be determined.
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However, in some cases, additional investments were needed to help people bridge the digital divide. 

Mozambique was able to leverage its digital ecosystem, but recognizing that cell phone ownership 

was not universal, the country handed out cell phones and registered beneficiaries into mobile money 

accounts to enable the use of digital transfers (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar Chimal 2023). 

While this process minimized exclusion of intended beneficiaries due to lack of mobile phones, its initial 

implementation faced some challenges. These included delays in procuring the phones, which were 

shipped from Asian trading partners during COVID-19, and the added cost to the program to purchase 

the mobile phones. Additionally, issuing phones and accounts in all cases created the potential for 

duplication; beneficiaries possibly possessed multiple phones or mobile money accounts as a result. 

Such circumstances increased the risk of missed communications if messages were sent to program 

phones that were used only when payments were expected. 

The countries that had sufficient building blocks of a digital G2P architecture in place were able 

to implement electronic transfer methods in urban areas in a relatively timely manner. Togo is an 

exemplary model of a program that was able to deliver payments less than a month after the World 

Health Organization declaration of a pandemic, and a week after their national state of emergency was 

declared. The success was largely attributed to the use of an end-to-end digital process (see figure 

4.1) that precluded the (potentially slow) human-to-human interaction that is common of traditional 

social protection programs. The digital process was made possible by the Novissi platform, which has 

a technical integration with the electoral database (Commision Electorale Nationale Indépendante 

du Togo, or CENI) and the telecommunications platform. The Government of Togo used radio to 

communicate the program to the potential beneficiary population, and a USSD-based self-registration 

process was opened. Applicant screening was done automatically by the Novissi platform, and 

payments were transferred electronically to all beneficiaries through mobile wallets. (See figure 3.2.) 

This not only proved efficient in delivering the transfers to the predominantly urban recipients but 

also helped in terms of inclusion, as 65 percent of recipients in Phase I were women (Webster, Boko, 

and Akogbeto 2023). However, building such a digital delivery system for a program requires having 

the necessary G2P architecture building blocks already in place, pointing to the need to invest in 

developing these prior to facing a shock.

FIGURE 4.1: Novissi Payment Journey

Source: Boko and Akogbeto 2022.
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Even in urban areas, a significant share of the informal population is digitally excluded, particularly 

the most vulnerable, whom social programs are intended to benefit. In addition to nonuniversal 

coverage of mobile phone ownership, as mentioned above, the digitally excluded may not be able 

to afford internet access. In other cases, they may lack the skills to manipulate their digital device 

to register, receive benefits, or spend the transfer. They may not be able to afford the cost of calling 

credits as well, possibly preventing their registration into programs or cashing out of mobile money, 

as has been observed in urban South Africa. Other factors needed to engage digital transactions may 

be limited, even in urban areas. For example, Nigerians report sharing mobile phones among multiple 

potential beneficiaries, which complicates the registration and mobile money account process used in 

Nigeria’s pilot, since the program needed unique phone numbers to reach the intended beneficiaries. 

There are also gender gaps in digital literacy. For example, in 2020, 62 percent of men went online 

globally, compared with only 57 percent of women.26 Women generally also have lower levels of phone 

ownership than men. (See table 4.1.)

Lacking a government issued ID can be an especially noteworthy barrier to digital and financial 

inclusion for individuals. In the world, 850 million people cannot prove their identity, and about 

470 million of those live in SSA (World Bank 2021a). In Nigeria, for instance, only about 40 percent 

of the estimated population has a National Identification Number. Furthermore, over 20 percent 

of the countries in SSA have not yet digitized their national ID systems (DigiFI Africa 2023). Prior 

to the pandemic, a majority of countries required that some form of ID be presented to activate 

prepaid mobile SIM cards. Even now, in Nigeria, all active SIM cards have to be tied to a valid National 

Identification Number. Banks normally require government-issued IDs as well as other documentation 

as part of customer due diligence to open accounts (Gelb, Mukherjee, and Navis 2020). Not having a 

widely accepted way to demonstrate one’s identity can impair an individual’s ability to engage with 

such services. 

Mobile money can be a quickly scalable option for delivering social protection cash benefits, 

given its growing presence among Africa’s urban populations. As seen in the focus countries and 

other countries in Africa, mobile wallets (alongside traditional bank accounts) are being adopted as a 

modality for digital payments. Togo and, later, Mozambique used mobile wallets to deliver COVID-19 

social protection benefits (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023; Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar 

Chimal 2023)., and Nigeria plans to incorporate mobile wallets into social protection delivery channels 

in the future. Not only is mobile money a fast and secure way to deliver social payments to urban 

informal populations, it also has the potential to build a path toward financial inclusion unlike traditional 

cash-only payments. 

However, there are still barriers to digitizing the delivery of social protection payments through 

mobile money accounts, with women being particularly affected in urban Africa. Women lag men 

in ownership of mobile financial accounts (as well as financial account ownership more generally). 

According to individual-level data from the latest Findex report, just over a third of urban men in Togo 

and Mozambique own mobile money accounts, whereas only 25 percent and 17 percent, respectively, 

of women do. In Nigeria, a mere 2 percent of urban women own mobile money accounts, versus 6 

percent of men. While mobile phone ownership is higher in cities, similar gender gaps are present. In 

Mozambique, 52 percent of urban women report owning mobile phones, as compared to 63 percent of 

26 International Telecommunication Union, “The Gender Digital Divide” (web page), https://www.itu.int/itu-d/reports/statistics/2021/11/15/

the-gender-digital-divide/.
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men.27 To minimize potential gender exclusion risks, some programs have opted to provide phones to 

new social protection beneficiaries,28 as was done in Mozambique (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar 

Chimal 2023). In other cases, transfer amounts were higher for women to incentivize their participation 

as recipients, as was done in Togo (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). These interventions have 

helped to increase female participation in programs while also leading to their inclusion in the financial 

system, potentially empowering them and providing them with more autonomy. 

Meeting account-opening requirements can be challenging for the urban informal. Customer due 

diligence measures, including KYC regulations, require financial service providers to verify the identity 

and assess the risks involved with maintaining a business relationship with an individual.29 Although 

KYC requirements are essential for safeguarding the integrity of digital financial flows and preventing 

money laundering and terrorist financing, they may pose challenges for informally employed 

individuals who lack the necessary documentation to comply with these requirements. To address 

these challenges, some countries have implemented simplified KYC regimes that establish risk-based 

and proportionate customer due diligence processes, to facilitate access to financial services for 

underserved populations whose volumes and value of transactions are lower. For example, the Central 

Bank of Nigeria has adopted a tiered approach to KYC, where Tier 1 accounts can be opened with 

minimal identity verification but are subject to limits on daily transactions and maximum account 

balances, while Tier 3 accounts require biometric identity verification but offer full transaction flexibility. 

Authorities in Togo also relaxed the KYC requirements for opening mobile money accounts during the 

pandemic, allowing mobile network operators (MNOs) to open mobile money wallets remotely for 

individual beneficiaries (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). Although cash transfers to businesses 

were not featured in the case studies, countries might want to target social protection programs 

to informal enterprises, especially in the context of shock response. In these cases, delivering the 

monetary grants or benefits to business accounts would be preferable. However, account ownership 

is likely to be even lower among informal businesses than among individuals working in the informal 

sector, given the stringent KYC requirements for business accounts that often require firm registration. 

In this context, informal enterprises may make use of the owners’ personal accounts for business 

transactions. While this is not a good business practice—ideally, personal and business accounts are 

kept separate—it may be a good option in the short run to facilitate the rollout of benefits to informal 

enterprises in the context of shock response. 

27 Demirgüç-Kunt et al. 2021

28 While ensuring that beneficiaries, particularly women, have access to a mobile phone and SIM card to receive a program’s mobile 

money transfer, evidence from Mali and Côte d’Ivoire, among other countries, has shown that handing out phones and/or SIM cards 

to beneficiaries who already own phones leads to beneficiaries using these numbers only on payday, therefore limiting reception of 

messages sent to beneficiaries and reducing potential usage of mobile money accounts. A potential solution that has been considered 

is providing stipends for the purchase of a mobile phone instead, to minimize mobile phone and SIM card duplication.

29 Customer due diligence is a set of measures that financial institutions are required to take to identify and verify the identity of their 

customers, assess their risk, and monitor their transactions to ensure that they are consistent with their known profile. A component 

of customer due diligence, KYC focuses specifically on the customer identification and verification process, including collecting and 

verifying information about a customer’s identity, occupation, source of funds, and other relevant information, to assess the risk of money 

laundering or terrorist financing. See FATF 2012-2023 and FATF 2013-2017. 



26 | Delivering Digital G2P Payments to Urban Informal Populations: Lessons and Future Policy Implications from COVID-19 Responses

POST-PAYMENT

Using digital payment methods for social protection transfers has advantages for implementers 

and could be convenient for beneficiaries in urban areas with more financial access points. Social 

protection programs in rural areas regularly delivered payments manually (in cash) to beneficiaries, 

although they are increasingly digitizing their processes and delivery. With increased financial 

infrastructure access, urban-focused transfers naturally tilt toward leveraging digital payment 

methods. Payment into accounts can lower the overall delivery cost for program implementers, as 

payment processing can be centralized, and leverage a national payments switch, rather than utilizing 

a service provider’s proprietary processing system, as was done in Nigeria’s rural-targeted cash 

transfer program. Urban beneficiaries can leverage the growing number of financial access points 

within urban and peri-urban locations to make withdrawals or carry out digital payments. In Nigeria, 

the Shared Agent Network Expansion Facilities (SANEF) has supported the growth of agents to over 

1.4 million across the country.30 As agents are more densely located in urban and peri-urban areas, 

recipients are more likely to be able to access or use their transfer conveniently. Up to 85 percent 

of focus group respondents in Togo reported that they easily withdrew the received transfers from 

mobile money agents (Boko and Akogbeto 2022). In Mozambique as well, mobile money agents are 

more widespread in urban areas and provide access points to beneficiaries for their funds (Webster, 

Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar Chimal 2023). While the case-study countries show that agent numbers 

are growing and there is less potential for issues in terms of accessing cash-out points in urban areas, 

this is not the case in all contexts. Furthermore, as higher-frequency transactions drive the agency 

model, they may still be scarce in more informal urban settlements, potentially translating into long 

queues to cash out.

Urban informal households and enterprises often rely on cash, but digital social protection payments 

could be a potential opportunity to develop digital financial services at the last mile. There is space 

for greater use of digital payments by urban informal recipients. Although agent networks are growing, 

merchant uptake of digital payments is still nascent in many countries. A characteristic feature of 

informal populations, not unlike rural populations, is their reliance on cash for economic transactions. 

Informal enterprise owners often rely on cash transactions, rather than using digital accounts or wallets, 

for person-to-business payments, such as when a household grant recipient purchases from an informal 

enterprise, or for business-to-business payments, such as when a business grant recipient purchases 

inputs from another business. The Togo case study’s focus groups reported that they immediately 

cashed out their payments, thus foregoing the benefits of digital money management (Webster, Boko, 

and Akogbeto 2023). The limited use of other transaction types could be due to a lack of availability of 

use cases, a lack of trust, or a lack of knowledge about available services (Demirgüç-Kunt et al. 2021), 

leading to quick cash-out as the norm for urban informal recipients. Beyond digitizing payments, for 

beneficiaries to reap the full benefits of a digital last mile, complementary digital financial education 

activities should be incorporated into urban cash transfer programming, to sensitize and increase 

recipients’ awareness of, and confidence with, digital financial services.

30  See Shared Agent Network Expansion Facilities (SANEF) Ltd., https://www.sanefng.com/. 

https://www.sanefng.com/
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5.  Looking Forward:  
 Policy Implications

Looking forward, reliably and efficiently delivering cash transfers to a more urban informal 

population will become a greater concern for policy makers throughout SSA. By 2050, 20 of the 

world’s largest cities are expected to be in the region, up from seven in 2010 (Hoornweg and Pope 

2017). It is possible that by 2100, Africa will have nearly 40 megacities, with Lagos and Kinshasa 

becoming the largest megacities in the world (Bearak, Moriarty, and Ledur 2021). Additionally, youth 

(ages 15–24) and women are particularly likely to be employed in the urban informal economy—two 

of the most important target groups for G2P payments (Cunningham et al. 2023a). As a result, the 

lessons gleaned from Africa’s pandemic experience in delivering social protection benefits will likely 

become increasingly important.

Analysis of the relevant case studies suggests that leveraging a digital G2P architecture is well 

suited to distributing monetary transfers to the urban informal. The country experiences indicate that 

leveraging digital systems for the delivery of social protection benefits may be more advantageous 

in urban than in rural environments due to a combination of factors. Urban areas have greater access 

to the digital and financial infrastructure necessary to facilitate digitalizing the programs; they have a 

higher penetration of mobile phone and accounts; and they have higher levels of population density, 

which allow for mass communication. That said, uneven access to, and adeptness with, digital tools 

and financial systems create pockets of exclusion, a problem exacerbated by high mobility in urban 

areas, which makes the use of traditional social registries challenging. The variable income, blended 

finances, and non-registration status of informal workers in urban areas make it particularly difficult 

to identify, communicate with, assess, and deliver payments to such workers. These problems are 

compounded by KYC requirements that may not be proportional to risk, creating barriers for under-

documented individuals to access any accounts, and limited experience on the part of governments 

in identifying urban informal recipients. However, some countries have found creative ways to manage 

these challenges, such as implementing risk-proportional KYC requirements or using occupation 

to identify potential recipients (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023; Webster, Risso Brandon, and 

Zaldivar Chimal 2023; Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). 

This section draws from, and expands on, these insights to offer policy recommendations regarding 

the design and implementation of digital G2P payment systems to deliver social protection benefits 

intended to serve the urban informal. It does so by emphasizing the importance of foundational 
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digital systems and the need for inclusion while outlining other more specific measures. The section 

draws from the experience of the case-study countries, as well as insights from other regions. Although 

tailoring digital payment delivery systems to the urban informal sector will be of particular importance 

in Africa, these lessons will likely be relevant to officials globally. 

FOUNDATIONAL SYSTEMS

The pandemic experience points to specific actions that can be taken to support the urban informal 

better in the next crisis. While the case studies demonstrate that digital delivery systems are particularly 

well suited to urban populations, it is important that these systems be put in place before shocks to 

allow for the quick implementation of emergency relief programs. This requires making concerted 

efforts to establish or further develop the existing building blocks encompassed by the Modern G2P 

Architecture to deploy such programs in a timely manner in response to an economic shock.

Governments must establish a foundational, unique, and verifiable ID for the population, prioritizing 

universal coverage for the urban informal sector from the outset. While urban areas may be more 

conducive to digital delivery systems, for such systems to operate efficiently at scale, each potential 

beneficiary must be included in a national ID database that is free of duplicate entries and allows for 

verification either remotely or at a point of service. Such IDs and accompanying databases enable 

governments to reduce redundancy in existing programs and design new ones especially for the urban 

informal. India, for instance, leveraged its universal ID (Aadhaar) to remove “ghost” beneficiaries from 

a cooking gas subsidy program that used direct transfer, targeting those most in need and expanding 

the program to rural and urban informal sector households in the process (Mittal, Mukherjee, and Gelb 

2017). For members of the urban informal sector to participate willingly in such an ID system, however, 

will require both low costs to individuals and clear benefits, such as a monetary incentives or the 

ability to open a mobile money account. 

Ideally, comprehensive digital registries of both individuals and businesses should be built and 

maintained to enable screening and targeting. By definition, informal workers and enterprises are not 

registered, creating a long-term challenge for policy makers. The unregistered status of the informal 

complicates efforts to target and screen them for benefits digitally. When information can be captured, 

financial accounts, phone numbers, addresses, and basic socioeconomic information are among the 

most vital. Several options are being used across countries. First, nontraditional registry variables 

may be used in existing surveys or databases. Profession, for instance, proved an effective indicator 

of informal status in Togo (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). Colombia used similar information 

in targeting the informal sector for COVID-19 assistance, drawing employment data from a registry 

of hawker licenses (IPA 2022). Second, tapping into registries held by organizations within informal 

communities, such as professional associations of informal workers in specific trades, may be a possible 

approach to identifying candidates for assistance. Third, governments may find it exceedingly costly to 

compile and update numerous databases and instead access beneficiary information through a single 

window that can draw, with proper consent, from different databases across agencies when designing 

new programs offering economic assistance. For example, before 2001, each social program in Brazil 

had a separate targeting methodology, usually via unverified means testing. In 2001, the Federal 

Government of Brazil established a single registry database to serve the numerous social protection 
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programs run by the government.31 For such registries to capture individuals within the informal sector 

effectively, they must extend beyond the poorest income percentiles, given that informal incomes are 

often highly volatile. It is also vital that such digital registries incorporate a foundational national ID to 

enable interoperability. Türkiye, for instance, leverages the country’s national ID as a unique identifier 

to integrate data from various government institution databases to manage beneficiary information 

under its integrated social protection system (Republic of Turkey and World Bank 2018).

When available, governments can leverage databases encompassing broad segments of society 

to achieve universal ID coverage. Such databases include population censuses, civil registries, or 

electoral records, as in the case of Togo (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 2023). For example, Pakistan 

crossed its foundational ID system with a recent census to identify people who did not have an ID and 

targeted outreach to those individuals (Mascellino 2022).32 This strategy may be a challenge in SSA, 

since few countries have recent census data,33 the civil registration is typically not comprehensive,34 

and only a handful of countries have widely held electoral IDs35 or social security beneficiary databases 

(DigiFI Africa 2023). If present, however, these resources can be utilized to broaden coverage of 

foundational ID systems. In cases where these tools are unavailable, governments can prioritize the 

gathering of such data. Alternatively, policy makers can seek to access data generated by elements 

of the private sector that engage the urban informal, such as the client lists of large mobile phone 

companies. 

Trusted data-sharing protocols need to be established as an integral part of the digital delivery 

mechanism, to allow for secure exchange of information between different registries and databases. 

This is particularly important for the urban informal who may have low trust in public authorities and 

who are not usually included in registries, either by circumstance or by choice. Trusted data sharing 

may be able to improve the ability of governments to identify and screen urban informal candidates 

where data gaps are present in registries. During the pandemic, it was hard to establish data-sharing 

agreements without the proper protocols already in place. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 

for example, the government wanted to access mobile data to build a social registry, but network 

operators were reluctant to supply the data unless they were assured that it would not be accessed by 

their competitors (Mukherjee et al. 2023). Similar considerations are also true of the banking system, 

where privileged private information is critical not only for competitive reasons but also for regulatory 

compliance. 

Data-protection laws can mitigate the risks of sharing sensitive information. At least 16 SSA countries 

have a data-protection authority in place to enforce laws related to the collection, processing, and 

sharing of personal data, many modeled on the General Data Protection Regulations of the European 

Union (DigiFI Africa 2023).36 This provides a basis on which to build the protocols for digital G2P 

31 This single registry, Cadastro Único, improved efficiency and coordination and reduced the duplication of administrative costs across 

various social programs (de la Brière and Lindert 2005).

32 For efficiency, effectiveness, transparency, and accountability reasons, countries should move away from assigning IDs associated with 

a beneficiary registry created for a specific program and instead provide a unique and verifiable digital ID for the population to be used 

across programs (and beyond). Thus, beneficiary registries are useful to fill gaps in universal foundational IDs, but they should not be the 

only source of data.

33 With the exception of Kenya, Mozambique, and Botswana.

34 With the exception of Botswana and South Africa.

35 Togo, Kenya, and Nigeria.

36 The countries are Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Chad, Côte d’voire, Gabon, Ghana, Kenya, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, São Tomé and 

Príncipe, Senegal, South Africa, and Uganda.



30 | Delivering Digital G2P Payments to Urban Informal Populations: Lessons and Future Policy Implications from COVID-19 Responses

architectures. Governments can also set up data-sharing frameworks for collaboration with the private 

sector especially in the context of the urban informal sector, where the social protection program and 

corporate objectives coincide, such as in the inclusion of beneficiaries and acquisition of customers, 

respectively. Any protocols developed should be as stringent as possible without hindering the service 

delivery process; they should be understood and followed by users; and they should include safeguards 

for personal beneficiary information. 

BEYOND FOUNDATIONAL SYSTEMS 

Programs delivering social protection payments should ensure that communication is inclusive 

and reliable. Traditional channels of mass communications, such as billboards and television, can be 

effective means of reaching the urban informal sector, which is exposed to these media through dense 

neighborhoods. This was particularly true of radio in the case of Togo (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 

2023). Social media also holds potential as a powerful communication tool, given the depth of mobile 

internet penetration in many cities. During the pandemic, South Africa relied on both traditional and social 

media to provide relevant and accurate information on its COVID-19 grant (Gronbach, Seekings, and 

Megannon 2022). Such communication channels are vulnerable to impersonation, however, rendering 

beneficiaries as potential victims of social engineering attacks. The effectiveness of both traditional and 

digital forms of communication is reduced as well when populations lack confidence in authorities. 

In poorer urban communities with limited access to traditional banking infrastructure, mobile 

money offers a promising option for inclusive digital social protection payments. Though banking 

infrastructure is much more developed in towns and cities than elsewhere, urban slums often have 

limited formal financial services, as was the case in Mozambique (Webster, Risso Brandon, and 

Zaldivar Chimal 2023). However, access to a mobile network and mobile phone that can be used 

to deliver assistance to digital wallets is almost universal in most urban areas of SSA. Governments 

can accelerate the mobile money trend by creating regulatory space for mobile money providers 

(including fintechs) to offer “banking-light” services, which entail fewer services at lower cost. While 

such financial products may be appropriate to the simpler needs of the urban informal sector, it is 

important that accounts created for the purpose of receiving social protection payments not be so 

limited as to undermine potential gains in financial inclusion.

Expanding agent networks facilitates the use of mobile money, especially in areas where digital 

merchant payments are less prevalent. A recent study by GSMA of agents within SSA found that 

agent activity is currently growing, but at a faster rate than the cash-in, cash-out transactions that 

generate much of their incomes. Shortages in working capital, burdensome levels of taxation, and the 

risk of severe losses from fraud or robbery were among the challenges identified by agents (Awanis 

2023). While governments may not be able to address these concerns directly in all cases, they should 

seek opportunities to do so. Furthermore, offering incentives to mobile money agents to expand 

their operations in underserved communities can be effective. In Kenya, tiered commission payments 

encouraged payment service providers for Inua Jamii to service relatively sparse rural areas (Gelb, 

Mukherjee, and Webster 2023a). Ensuring that G2P payment service providers have a sustainable 

business model to service beneficiaries is critical to ensuring proper access and quality of service. 

The urban informal can gain greater access to the financial system through reform of KYC 

requirements as well. The urban informal often do not have the necessary documentation to meet 
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stringent KYC requirements. By adopting risk-based proportional KYC requirements, as was done in 

Mozambique (Webster, Risso Brandon, and Zaldivar Chimal 2023), and enabling electronic KYC, which 

allows individuals to open accounts remotely, governments can facilitate account opening, thereby 

simplifying the rollout of a digital social protection program. 

Further development of the broader digital financial ecosystem will enhance the usage of digital 

social protection payment instruments. In the case-study countries, the first mile of digitalizing 

the social protection payments generally worked well, as programs were able—though with some 

challenges—to deliver payments into bank accounts and mobile wallets. However, there were 

limitations at the last mile of the payment delivery chain. Namely, beneficiaries quickly cashed out 

their transfers, rather than using digital payments for purchasing goods and services that could 

have further improved convenience and safety. As the number of merchants and service providers 

(including government agencies) that accept digital payments increases, the use of digital G2P 

systems will become more efficient and effective. Digitalizing social protection payments itself can 

spur the growth of digital payment ecosystems, as over time beneficiaries can become a profitable 

market. Bangladesh’s Primary Education Stipend Program, for instance, appears to have provided a 

customer base for a new entrant into the mobile money market (Gelb, Mukherjee, and Webster 2023b). 

In the absence of one dominant provider, interoperability between payment services is important 

to ensuring that users can transact with the largest possible number of individuals and businesses 

without being burdened with managing multiple services. National payment switches, such as India’s 

Universal Payments Interface, are critical to facilitating interoperability, which in turn can encourage 

competition among digital payment services (Gelb, Mukherjee, and Webster 2022). For users, access 

to affordable telecommunications technology broadly, and smartphones specifically, enables digital 

payments, as demonstrated by India’s experience. While smartphone usage is increasing across SSA, 

significant gaps in ownership exist, particularly among women. Literacy, affordability, and lack of 

digital skills are key barriers to smartphone and mobile internet adoption (GSMA 2022).

In the near term, however, what is needed is a hybrid model of digital social protection delivery that 

provides choice to beneficiaries and incorporates exceptions for those with limited digital access. 

Although mobile phone ownership is growing and is typically higher in urban areas, a significant 

share of the urban informal population does not possess one, especially within marginalized groups. 

Including human points of contact and delivery mechanisms that do not require a phone (including 

cash in exceptional circumstances) can improve access to G2P payments for such individuals, albeit in 

a less efficient or cost-effective manner. There is growing evidence of the benefits of providing choice 

not only for the recipients but also for the governments and the development of the financial market 

(Gelb, Mukherjee, and Webster 2023a). Beneficiaries can collect their payments more conveniently, 

they are more likely to use their financial products actively, and the services and costs within the 

market are likely to improve, among other benefits. 

Digital and financial education is essential for social protection beneficiaries when delivering 

payments digitally. For many social protection beneficiaries, a digital transfer is their first interaction 

with the financial sector. As such, they often lack the digital and financial skills needed to access 

their payment safely and confidently, and even less so to take full advantage of digital financial tools. 

Incorporating components of digital and financial education into social protection programs can help 

improve the understanding and capabilities of beneficiaries. In Jordan, payment service providers 

offered training sessions and other resources to onboarded social protection beneficiaries, providing 



32 | Delivering Digital G2P Payments to Urban Informal Populations: Lessons and Future Policy Implications from COVID-19 Responses

information on using their digital wallets (G2Px). Such approaches need to be tailored to the specific 

population segment, leveraging relevant teachable moments, making beneficiaries engage through 

edutainment and other methods, and avoiding classroom lecture approaches that have proven to 

be ineffective.37 In India, for example, banking correspondents were used both to assist poor female 

G2P recipients in using their bank accounts and to provide information on financial resources such as 

insurance (Shetty, Arora, and Kumar Vutukuru 2018).

Finally, a flexible and responsive regulatory framework can better enable governments to design 

digital social protection programs for the urban informal sector. As discussed in the case of Togo, 

central bank officials allowed for the remote opening of balance-restricted accounts by MNOs, 

smoothing the process of payment delivery to eligible beneficiaries (Webster, Boko, and Akogbeto 

2023). Alternatively, the Democratic Republic of Congo’s central bank temporarily reduced KYC 

requirements for opening mobile money accounts for one year to support the rapid rollout of 

emergency assistance; any beneficiary registered with the social fund, a large majority of whom 

were urban-informal workers, was deemed to have fulfilled KYC requirements, allowing them to open 

accounts and the government to transfer payment digitally. In contrast, Nigeria’s low bank account 

penetration and restrictive mobile money regulations delayed the implementation of its COVID-19 

emergency relief program targeted at the urban poor (Webster, Ubah, and Pulver 2023). These cases 

provide a blueprint for countries to use regulation appropriately to support financial inclusion and 

expand the digital payment ecosystem over the long run. 

Further research is needed to understand how the building blocks of a digital G2P architecture 

could also support the digital implementation of person-to-government payments. Although both 

involve monetary exchanges between governments and individuals, they often occur in very different 

contexts than those examined by this study, such as emerging programs that facilitate informal-sector 

payment into publicly run social insurance or pension systems. 

In conclusion, the urban informal sector can be successfully served by programs leveraging a digital 

G2P architecture. Doing so will require G2P architectures to be designed with this specific population 

segment in mind. As argued in this paper, the urban informal sector is a large and growing population 

in SSA that can benefit from government support delivered using a modern G2P architecture. 

However, the characteristics of urban residents and of informal workers limit the effectiveness and 

efficiency of digital social protection delivery systems designed for rural contexts or registered formal 

workers. This points to two broad areas in which improvements are necessary for a digital, modern, 

G2P architecture to be used to serve this population effectively: First, there is a need to bring the 

urban informal into the existing systems through tailored, proactive outreach, especially in the context 

of national IDs, financial markets, and digital technology, given that this population is currently not 

included in standard registries, is highly mobile, and has different social organizations than have been 

used to reach other communities. Second, program and system designs may need to be adapted to 

serve urban informal beneficiaries better and more efficiently, such as by adopting flexible regulatory 

and hybrid delivery models to address the sector’s varied needs, and seeking to foster robust digital 

payment ecosystems to maximize the potential for spillover benefits. As the pandemic illustrated, 

such policy reforms need to take place before the next crisis occurs, even as the urban informal sector 

continues to expand. 

37 For good practices and guidance, see World Bank 2018. 
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