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he African Digital Banking 
Transformation Report is an 
initiative by African Banker 
magazine and Backbase, the 

leading Engagement Banking Platform, 
that aims to provide a clear roadmap 
for digital transformation across the 
banking sector in Africa. Now in its sec-
ond edition, the report explores the key 
digital transformation trends shaping the 
banking industry today. It deep dives into 
the new reality faced by banks across 
the continent and explores the trans-

banking model. 

digital banking provision for small and 
medium sized enterprises (SMEs), as 
well as an understanding of the skills, 
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E x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y

are not regarded as among the big-
gest threats by the banks themselves 
and many respondents said that they 
wanted to work with rather than solely 
outcompete the new players, although 
it remains to be seen how much that is 
a view born out of necessity. Perhaps 
most interestingly, we were able to com-
pare the results of this year’s survey with 
those garnered in our previous report 
in order to assess changes in attitude 
over time.

It seems obvious that the digitisation 
process is completely transforming the 
African banking sector but big questions 
remain over the speed of that transfor-
mation and the nature of the changes 
being implemented. This report seeks 

-

technical aspects and regulatory de-
terminants of the digital transformation. 
To underpin the report, African Banker 
developed an industry-wide survey to 
better understand how banks perceive 
and promote digital transformation. 

the survey and we present the collated 

posed ranged over many topics, includ-
ing how banks rank digitisation among 
their main priorities, their expenditure 
on digital development, the impact of 

customers and their priorities within the 
digital space. 

We also asked for their views on the 
-

panies into the banking sector. They 
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tion, in this year’s report we decided to 
focus on the provision of services to 
African small and medium sized enter-
prises (SMEs). According to the results 
of our survey, the proportion of African 
SME customers who make use of digital 
platforms is even lower than for retail 
customers. This is partly because many 
SMEs use only retail bank accounts with 
a single named account holder, rather 

to avoid bank charges. 

that many African small businesses 
make no use of any bank account, so 
there is clearly a gap in the market that 

Most surprisingly, of the banks sur-

of the SMEs who did bank with them 
made no use of any digital banking ser-
vices, whether because of a perception 
that bank charges were prohibitively 
high or because they consider such of-
ferings to be irrelevant. This compares 

thing of their retail customers. 
There is clearly much more that can 

be done to attract African small busi-
nesses into the banking sector. On 

SME banking in Africa and on pages 

with two banks about their strategies.
It is clear from our respondents that 

providing and promoting SME digital 
banking services, as well as seeking 
to support African small businesses in 
a variety of complementary ways, are 
seeing big increases in the number of 
business customers that they serve. 

Digitisation can do more than mere-
ly improve service provision for both 
banks and existing customers. It has 
the power to bring banking services to 
those who have never previously had a 
bank account. Barriers remain, in terms 
of the cost of internet-connected mo-
bile phones, internet access, restricted 
literacy and digital literacy, plus cultural 
obstacles in the form of an established 
attachment to hard cash. We assess the 
skills and capabilities needed to sup-
port the digital transformation, as well 

Central banks and other regulators 
may fail to create a conducive envi-
ronment for digital banking because 
they are not persuaded of the need for 
change, or perhaps because of fear that 
rapid change will allow unstable bank-
ing practices to emerge. They certainly 
have a challenge in encouraging inno-
vation while ensuring market integrity. 

To get a better idea of the challenges 
of overseeing and regulating the sector, 
we spoke to the Governor of the Bank 
of Namibia and include highlights of our 

The digitisation 
process is completely 
transforming the African 
banking sector but 
big questions remain 
over the speed of that 
transformation and the 
nature of the changes.

velopments and assessing the views of 
many of those working in the industry. 

We conducted extended interviews 
with senior executives at leading Afri-
can banks from across the continent 
to gather as much in-depth analysis 
as possible. Chief executives, chief in-

-
merce were all consulted in order to 
gain as wide a view as possible of the 

for interviews with leaders from three of 
Africa's most prominent banks).

There is no longer any question that 
digital platforms will come to dominate 

both in terms of reduced costs for banks 
and faster, more convenient access to 
services for customers, have become 
abundantly clear. Mobile operators and 

sector, providing competition for estab-
lished banks, most of whom had already 
embarked upon the digital transforma-
tion prior to the outbreak of the Covid 
pandemic.

The number of physical branches 
operated by a bank used to be a good 
indicator of the size of that bank and 
of the level of penetration of banking 
services within any particular society 
but that link has been eroded by new 
technology. Some new entrants into 
the market have adopted a purely digi-
tal strategy, eschewing the traditional 
branch model. This has allowed them 
to build their digital architecture from 
scratch, avoiding legacy challenges 
and minimising costs. They pose huge 
competition to established banks but 
the latter can make maximum use of 
their established brands while building 

we present case studies on the way 
two banks are developing their digital 
services.

Even before the pandemic, digital 
technology had helped turn Sub-Sa-
haran Africa into the second fastest 
growing regional banking market in the 

-
able. Yet our suspicion before embark-
ing on this research project was that 
the pandemic had speeded up the pace 
the change and indeed that was borne 
out in the results of the survey that we 
carried out to assess the current state 
of the transition. 

Globally, the banking sector saw rev-

every bank we spoke to accelerated its 
digitisation plans at the height of the 
crisis. Many customers were unable 
to access branches, while the pan-
demic saw rapid growth in the use of 
electronic transfers, debit cards and 
mobile money. 

In addition to broadly assessing the 
nature of the digital banking revolu-
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o fully understand current devel-
opments and investment plans 
in the digital banking sector, we 

sizes spread across all parts of the Af-
rican continent. All respondents an-
swered every question put to them and 
we present the collated results in this 
section. Almost three times as many 
banks took part in the survey as in our 

-
ing to provide more comprehensive data 
on which to base our analysis. We re-
tained most of the questions that we put 
to African bankers last time around in 
order to enable some comparison over 
time. We also put additional questions to 
them to broaden our evaluation, includ-

the provision of digital banking to SMEs.
To ensure that we surveyed the views 

of as wide a cross-section of the indus-
try as possible, we made sure to secure 
the participation of banks from across 
the continent in the survey. Eastern 

Southern Africa, although this is partly 
a function of the fact that the region’s 
banking sector is dominated by a small 
number of very large banks. The remain-

views helped give an external view of 
the situation on the African continent. 
Three countries provided more re-
spondents that any others: Egypt with 

Ethiopia. Those surveyed hold a variety 
of executive positions, including chief 

management.
-

search is the overwhelming consensus 
over how crucial digital transformation 

the transformation was an important 
consideration for their bank, they also 

described it as the single most impor-

it was among their top three priorities. 

results of our previous survey but taken 

of African banks regard digital devel-
opment as their number one priority 
and almost all the remainder value it 
very highly. There is no doubt that the 
digital transformation therefore lies at 
the heart of African bank strategies but 
the big questions are exactly how they 
intend to achieve it and how much in-
vestment are they willing to commit to 
the process.

 The current
state of play:
how did banks 
adapt to the 
new reality?

S t a t e  o f  t h e  s e c t o r
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There has been a big change in the 
size of budgets allocated by banks to 
digital development since our last sur-

digital transformation and innovation, 
-

our previous study. The proportion of 

year has remained fairly static, with 
-

el of investment varies according to a 
number of factors, including bank size, 
focus and the importance they attach 

metrics are unlikely to have changed 

concluded that investment levels have 
increased because the importance 
attached to technological change has 

Impact of Covid
There is no doubt that the pace of digi-

by the pandemic and associated re-

banks told us that they had greatly in-
creased the speed of implementation 

had forced them to implement plans 
that they had not previously expected 
to introduce at all. The fact that un-
planned measures can be sanctioned, 
designed, developed and implemented 
in such a short space of time highlights 
how crises often accelerate the pace of 
technological and behavioural change. 

Demand for digital services in-
creased because of lockdown meas-
ures that saw large numbers of bank 
branches closed for extended periods, 
while many customers preferred to 
avoid any physical transactions, includ-
ing that involved in the use of cash, 
because of fear of infection. Where 
bank branches were closed for many 
weeks at a time, customers often had 
little choice but to embrace new tech-
nologies

Even in Kenya, a country that is well 
known for its highly developed digi-
tal banking and mobile money sector, 
the pandemic increased the pace of 
the digital transition. According to the 

increase in the volume of digital pay-
ments over the period March-Novem-

trend, with Kenyan banks and telecoms 
operators suspending digital trans-
action charges for the course of the 
pandemic, arguing that it was not fair to 
retain such charges when customers 
sometimes had no other option. The 
policy was also probably motivated by 
a desire to encourage reluctant users 
to make the digital leap. Uganda’s big-

An important consideration,
but we have other priority areas

How important is digital
transformation for your
Bank’s growth strategy?

Top 3 priorities

The most important factor

your Bank’s digital culture?

strong digital presence

We are transitioning towards

Neutral

Open to change

How open is your
institution to change
(digital transformation)?

Resistant

Very resistant

Very open to change
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gest commercial lender, Stanbic Bank, 
followed suit.

Digital cultural change
The need to transform banking prac-
tices seems widely accepted and our 
survey suggests that there is relatively 

themselves as being open to change, 

to change. 

-
ure is up from zero last year could be 
the result of our far larger pool of par-
ticipants but may also be attributed to 

way, the number involved is very small.
-

ed in a rise in the proportion of banks 

course of our two surveys. The per-
centage that consider themselves to be 
transitioning towards becoming a digital 

time, there has been a substantial fall in 
the numbers who view their institutions 
as legacy banks with a strong digital 0%
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What do you identify as the
most important technology
trend(s) for 2022/2023?

S t a t e  o f  t h e  s e c t o r
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Such descriptions are of course 
based on perceptions rather than ac-
tual strategies but it is revealing that 
two-thirds of banks in Africa now ex-
pect to position themselves as digital 

They are no longer niche specialists 

All this raises the question of what will 

who insist on retaining their identity as 
legacy banks. 

-
ents what drove their digital transforma-
tion. Some analysts have put it down to 
the fear of banks being left behind by 
their rivals but this does not seem to 

drive appears to come from the bottom 
up, with customer demand and satis-

said that they were motivated by a com-
bination of all three factors. Indeed, it is 

to be encouraging the transformation, 
resulting in such widespread support 
for technological and structural change.

This focus on customer demand and 

better service to clients as their bank’s 
priority when investing in new digital 
infrastructure, although this is down 

The proportion who regard improving 
their internal processes as their main 

bank revenues and reduced costs are 
-

tively in this year’s survey. 
The desire to meet the expectations 

of more digitally-savvy customers must 
be playing a role in the focus on cus-
tomer satisfaction, because of the fear 
that they could lose them to competition 

-

Digital priorities 
Even if it is generally accepted that al-
most all banks recognise the need for 
a comprehensive restructuring of their 
operations to base them around digital 

three options to best describe how they 

strategies:

• Front-end only: focusing on the 
primary ways that customers in-
teract with them, including via their 
website and mobile apps;

• Wrap and digitise: where they grad-
ually replace legacy infrastructure 

What are the biggest
threats to your business?

 A threat  Not a threat
 Neutral  N/A
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with digital technology, integrating 

process; or
• Digital natives: banks that use a 

fully digital customer interface and 
back-end.

The results are perhaps the most 
surprising in the whole report. The per-

in our latest survey, while the proportion 
opting for digital native slumped from 

All the rest of our research indicates 
that African banks are taking the digital 
transformation increasingly seriously, 
ramping up the level of their investment 
in the process. 

It therefore seems unlikely that a sub-
stantial proportion have opted for less 

It is possible that increased pressure 
for digitisation has resulted in greater 
knowledge of the costs and challenges 
involved in it, thereby creating a more 
realistic assessment of exactly what 
can be achieved in the short term, but a 

In recognition of the value of those 
with wide experience in the sector and 
possibly also because of the need for 
rapid change as a result of the pandemic, 
African banks are making much great-
er use of external expertise. A total of 

party developers and platforms, up from 

a combination of internal and external 

This hybrid model allows banks to 
complement the expertise that they 
possess internally with the use of ex-
ternal developers, including to help build 
their in-house capacities. The propor-
tion of those relying solely on in-house 

Some external developers use appli-
cation programming interfaces (APIs), 
software applications that can access 
a bank’s common tools, services and 
other assets, in what can be a low cost 
method of connecting the bank’s and 
the third-party’s technologies. Others 
develop bespoke platforms from the 
ground up.

Retail priority
Retail customers continue to be the main 
priority in terms of digital investment, 

they will target their investment in digital 
transformation at retail banking over the 

on wealth management or investment 

medium-sized enterprise (SME) bank-
ing. We look at how best to digitise SME 

S t a t e  o f  t h e  s e c t o r
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The concentration on retail banking 
is perhaps understandable given that it 
appears that most bank customers still 
do not use any type of digital platform. 

report that less than half of their cus-
tomers use digital platforms, including 

being less than a quarter. 

that more than three-quarters of their 
customers use digital services. Even 
many of those customers who do make 
use of such services will only utilise one 

there is still a long way to go before the 
image of the digitally-connected bank 
customer becomes the norm in Africa. 

even smaller proportion of African SME 
customers make use of digital platforms.

We also sought to gauge exactly 
which digital services banks already 

unsurprisingly, the three most popular 

USSD code enabled mobile banking 

digital lending. 
Regular usage for basic services 

should allow banks to widen the range 
of products customers feel comfortable 
accessing via digital platforms. Once 
customers begin to use such platforms 
to complete payments, transfers and 
savings, they are more likely to take ad-
vantage of credit, insurance and other 
new services, including products that 

order to compensate for a falling share 
of the voice phone service market in 
the face of competition from messag-
ing apps. Sub-Saharan Africa already 

region. Prior to the pandemic, Vodacom 
had already planned to roll out its pay-
ment, lending and insurance products, 
which were already available in South 
Africa, across the rest of the continent 
but subsequently decided to speed up 
its expansion.

French telecoms f i rm Orange 
launched a purely digital bank right at the 
start of the pandemic, attracting more 

banks that were mentioned earlier, the 
continent’s biggest telecoms compa-
nies, including Vodacom, MTN and Tel-
kom, lowered their mobile money fees, 

listed an unfriendly regulatory envi-
ronment as a major threat. One of the 
biggest problems is that each national 
regulator has to assess and approve 
digitisation plans to ensure sound data 
management. National standards on 
what is permitted varies considerably, 
so banks are generally unable to roll out 
the same platform with exactly the same 
features in every market. As a result, 
expansion across the continent is not 
simply a matter of acquiring a banking 
licence and launching existing products 
in new countries.

-
cus on cyber security and resilience 
undoubtedly stands out as the most 
important perceived technology trend 

surveyed said that it was very important, 
with just two respondents arguing that it 
was not important. 

Big data was viewed as the next most 
important trend but this is an area where 
telecoms companies have an advantage. 
With more active customers than digital 
banks, they are able to tap into mobile 
phone records and mobile money be-
haviour to identify customers that are 
creditworthy and also match products to 
customers. Digital banks will increasingly 
be able to exploit such data as their pen-
etration rates increase and the longevity 
of their relationships with customers 
increase.

technology certainly have the potential 
to cause profound disruption in the in-
dustry and countless articles have been 
written on them. Yet as the chart on page 

expect them to be very important over 
the coming year, they are generally not 
expected to have as much short term 
impact as big data and cyber security.

branches, or which they may have been 
dissuaded from tapping into on cultural 
or social grounds.

We decided to obtain particularly de-
tailed information on perceived threats 
to African banks. 

-

of a skilled workforce is viewed as the 

participants in the survey. Perhaps 
surprisingly, telecoms companies en-

bigger threat to banks’ market share 

banks. 
Telecoms companies have sought to 

take advantage of their huge customer 

Retail customers 
continue to be the main 
priority in terms of digital 

respondents revealing 
that they will target their 
investment in digital 
transformation at retail 
banking over the coming 
year.
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o learn more about digital trans-
formation, we talked to lead-
ers from three of Africa’s most 
prominent banks: the CEO of 

Mauritius Commercial Bank (MCB), Alain 
Law Min; Aronildo Neto, Chief Innovation 

the CEO of Banco de Fomento Angola 
(BFA), Dr. Luís Gonçalves.

Neto said that digitally transforming 
your core business “is no small feat and 
requires a comprehensive business 
strategy, out-of-this-world focus and 
dedicated resources”. 

for the incumbents to start from scratch 
and launch as a dedicated digital native, 

existing business models and regulatory 
requirements. At the same time, banks 

face of changes in customer behaviour 
and the new market entrants who are 
rapidly disrupting the sector, he noted.

Pandemic was a 'wakeup call'
-

gun the process of accelerating its digi-
tal transformation before the pandemic, 
including including investments associ-
ated with the digitisation of internal pro-
cesses as well as investments geared 
towards the digitalisation of customer 
experiences. 

Additionally, the early implementa-
tion of remote technology resulted in 
much faster adoption of remote working 
at zero cost to stability and customer 
service”, said Neto.  

It was able to complete the upgrade 
of its core banking application in the 
middle of the pandemic, with teams 

“On the whole, I think the pandemic 
was a wakeup call for banks that had 
plans to digitise their processes but 
were sitting on the fence”, he said. They 
had to address the increasing adoption 

of digital services by customers, or risk 
losing market share.

“Digital transformation is not about 
having the nice customer-facing appli-
cations, but rather the introduction of 

through digital technologies”, said Neto. 

have more options when it comes to 
extending their reach to less digitally-
versed customers. 

“Financial institutions also have an 
obligation to ensure that their customer 
interfaces are as easy to use as pos-
sible.”

with Backbase to develop its new plat-

In the process of digital transforma-
tion, partners are not only required to 
bring the technology but also acumen 

customer experience. “It is important to 

MCB began its digital transforma-

it describes as “a digital factory” that 
aimed to make end-to-end processes 

and faster for customers and more ef-

Bank Angola, this start made it easier 

pandemic speeded up the pace of the 
transformation, including the rollout of 
MCB’s mobile app, Juice. 

“We are still on the journey but we 
believe over the next couple of years 
we will complete the whole spectrum”, 
said Law Min.

The other side of the digital equation 
is data. Practically every Mauritian has 
an account with MCB, even if they also 
have accounts with other banks, he 
said. MCB has huge amounts of data 
but intends to make better use of it both 

"The pandemic was a 
wakeup call for banks 
that had plans to digitise 
their processes but were 
sitting on the fence.”

What does the
future hold for
African Banks?

S t a t e  o f  t h e  s e c t o r :  V i e w s  f r o m  t h e  t o p

Leaders f rom three of  Af r ica’s  most 
prominent  banks share thei r  v iews on the 
st ate of  the sector ’s  d ig i t a l  t ransfor mat ion .
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"We focus on having a 
clear vision of the future 
and selecting the best 
set of technologies to 
help us on the way.”

have bank accounts, there is not just 
one model for banking in the rest of 
Africa. Telcos have had the most suc-
cess because of their high customer 
numbers. They have tried to enter the 
Mauritian market by introducing pay-

-

“We like competition because it 
makes us better but they are not mak-
ing a big dent in our market share.” MCB 

rather than trying to reinvent itself be-
cause “they’ve got great technology, 
they are very agile, they are very fast 
but they don’t have customers”, he said.

Mobile apps for SMEs

accounts; the executives of most of the 
rest open bank accounts under their 
individual names. “There’s a big chunk 
of it, I think, that goes into retail that can 
somehow be invisible to us”, he said. 

Internet banking is often not ap-

Backbase because we think there are 
opportunities to get those people on-
line, which I suppose is the case for 
many banks”, noted Law Min. 

The bank now plans to expand the 

will be able to reduce the use of cash by 
their customers by encouraging them 
to use the app for payments.

Front-end only strategies
The CEO of Banco de Fomento Angola 
(BFA), Dr. Luís Gonçalves, highlighted 
the fact that the pace of digital trans-
formation tends to speed up when the 

it is not surprising that banks focus on 
developing front-end-only strategies 
for digital development rather than ac-

“It makes no sense to leave out of 
this equation the legacy that these in-
stitutions have and that also makes 

he said. 
BFA’s digital transformation strategy 

is not exclusively based on the context 

made the bank accelerate the provision 
of remote working systems in order to 
allow its employees to continue work-
ing wherever they found themselves.

Gonçalves said that ensuring that 
less digitally-knowledgeable custom-
ers are not left behind is “a very im-
portant dimension of the digital trans-
formation of a bank that operates in 
a developing economy where digital 
literacy can’t be taken as a given”. 

BFA has therefore given its design 

specialists the mission of making ser-
vices as simple as possible, while still 
being secure and accurate. 

“We are aware that customer feed-
back is key and our teams, working on 
an agile methodology, are ready to in-
troduce stories or requirements that 
come from this feedback and can make 
our solutions easier to use, especially 
to those with more fragile digital knowl-
edge”, he said. 

It ultimately boils down to having an 
omni channel strategy, so that cus-
tomers get more out of the technology 
banks put at their disposal, he said.

inspiration and a challenge for estab-
lished banks to reinvent themselves. 

They provide high competition be-
cause they enter the market without a 
legacy that can make innovation more 

-
ness plans with targeted approaches 
to high-value segments, and control 
critical resources, such as telecoms 
networks or huge databases. 

However, it is important not to over-
look the strengths of universal banks, 
argued Gonçalves. These include cus-

Four coming trends
Four big technology trends will shape 
the digital transformation over next two 
years: data management, cyber secu-
rity, greater digital adoption; and the 
development of omni channel strate-
gies, said Gonçalves. 

“However, trends and technologies 
don’t exist in isolation: they build on 
and reinforce one another, so we con-
sider a better approach is to focus on 
the strategy, on having a clear vision of 
the future and selecting the best set 
of technologies to help us on the way, 
instead of trying to surf the last tech 
trend”, he added.
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their joint High Level Principles on SME 

Even those SMEs who access bank 
products do not appear to have had the 

revealed that more than four out of ten 
SMEs believed that alternative providers 
could deliver a better banking experi-

pandemic hit smaller businesses par-

but SMEs reported feeling neglected as 

Limited SME inclusion 

use of digital platforms is even lower 

banks report that less than half of their 
-

greater than for individual retail cus-

report that more than three-quarters of 

told us that less than a quarter of their 
-

entered the formal banking sector but 

In order to delve further into this lack 
-
-

does not appear to be a single explana-
-

institutional training on digital banking 

information on how to open a business 

-

-

that some of these obstacles could be 

lack of information on opening business 
bank accounts online and limited access 

who make use of digital 
platforms is even 
lower than for retail 

How to digitise 
SME Banking 
in Africa? 

frican small and medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs) have tradi-

focused on serving large corporations 

wider retail banking over the past few 

-

-
-

-

of retail or wealth management opera-

challenging for SME banks in some mar-

-

-
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the problem up the chain to the compli-

-
-

-

with a slider to allow customers to adjust 
-
-

ter tools for screening and assessment 
of creditworthiness improve access 

-
plications of existing customers within 

weeks or even months that decisions 

-

have been subject to discrimination 
during face-to-face assessment for 

-

funding without having to visit a branch 

their business instead of wasting time 

Case studies

platforms allow customers to switch 

-
-

services for SMEs in order to promote 

and machine learning specialist Strands 

Potential for change

to minimise the cost of service provi-

entrepreneurs are able to utilise bank-
ing platforms at a time that suits them 
without having to travel to their local 

-
can banks are planning to focus their 
digital transformation investment in 

-

-

-

platform providers and increased cus-
tomer expectations has opened the 
door to new business models increasing 

-

creating huge opportunities to boost 
customer numbers and increase bank-

channel digital banking platforms to al-
-

process of targeting the market step-

current state of the SME banking mar-

-

ensuring all interactions are as straight-

where one or more business partner 
does not have an established relation-
ship with the bank providing the SME 

to prevent criminals from using a com-

-
plicant customers able to submit pho-

-

-

-

What proportion of your

SME customers use

digital platforms?

50% - 75%

Over 75%

0 - 25%

25% - 50%

Lack of institutional training

on digital banking services

and opportunities

Lack of information on how

to open a business bank

account online

SME clients face no

difficulties in accessing

digital banking services

Lack of formal documentation

(e.g. company registration,

ID documentation)

No access to the internet

No access to formal business

account/financial services

What do you think

deters SMEs from

using digital banking? 

D i g i t i s i n g  S M E  b a n k i n g
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more inclined towards being a corpo-

worth individual’s than the mass retail or 

around having inclusion across a wide 
-

Uganda but plans to expand into another 

-

-

sector should help to drive down costs 

-

platform to SMEs and larger companies 
-
-

ees and freelance workers to use digital 

-
vate Programme to support female-led 

barriers prevent women from expand-

-
bank’s Omni Lite online banking and 

solutions have proved invaluable during 

-

-

It is becoming 

huge opportunities 
to boost customer 
numbers and increase 
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hen Vista Bank took over FI 
Bank in Guinea, it quickly set 
out to digitalise most prod-
ucts but this process was 

prompted the redesign of its digital strat-
egy for all customers but particularly for 

crisis, we had to think up innovative ways 
to better serve our customers without 

said Abdoulaye Diallo, Head of SME and 

Vista Group helped SMEs through the 
development of e-commerce services, 

Vista Bank Guinea is part of Vista 
Bank Group, which also has subsidiar-
ies in Sierra Leone, Gambia and Burkina 
Faso, and which aims to create a Pan-

-
nancial inclusion, so supporting SMEs is 

of the bank’s SME customers currently 

the next two years, including as a result 
of training programmes reducing the 
cost of banking services and speeding 

-
signed to help small businesses digi-
talise and automate their internal pro-

here in Guinea and I’m sure that is the 

we are doing in order for us to change 
that, we are putting in place training in 

Many of the SMEs that use Vista Bank 
do not appear among the ranks of its 

 Vista Bank 
Guinea:
speeding up the 
transformation 

customers in order avoid paying SMEs 

cheaper for them to stay as retail cus-

and setting up technological systems 
also deters SMEs from utilising digital 
products, as does cultural attachment 

-

change that culture in order for them to 
start using more and more digital ser-

Vista Bank is committed to using digi-
tal platforms to reduce loan application 

-
lytics and databases can help improve 
its analysis of loan scoring according 
to the risk criteria already used by the 

to decentralise credit decision making 
sped up the process as well as providing 
pertinent information about SME clients 

apply for loans digitally without visit-

customers just need to go to the nearest 
branch for all the physical signatures 
required and also to have access to the 

Prior to the pandemic, digital innovation 
was entirely the responsibility of Vista 

dedicated digital department to focus 
on digital products innovation and it 
now works in partnership with mobile 
providers, such as the biggest network 

-
oped a solution allowing its users to de-
posit money into an account associated 
with their mobile number to then access 
a range of services including domestic 
and international money transfer, bill 

-
tion has access to mobile phones, while 
Vista does not have branches in all parts 
of the country, particularly some rural 

now able to create a link between a cus-
tomer’s bank account and the account 
associated with a customer’s mobile 

Clients are now able to transfer 
money between their bank account 
and mobile account, and can withdraw 

the bank now views the entry of mobile 
providers into the banking sector as an 

new players in the sector in order to see 
what innovations they can come up with 
between them in order to provide better 

bank’s SME customers 
currently engage online 

S M E  b a n k i n g :  V i e w s  f r o m  t h e  t o p

in  the SME sector  we spoke to 
,  Head of  SME and Cor porate B ank ing 

at  V ist a B ank Guinea ,  and , 
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Ecobank:
helping to
build SME
businesses

cobank’s considerable invest-
ments in digital channels since 

-
forms were already in place prior 

to maintain service provision digitally 

-
ings during the crisis in order to help 
customers cope and speed up their 

-

contend with supply chain challenges, 
decline in turnover, revenue loss and 
operational challenges in 'getting back to 

During the pandemic, the bank up-

platform to allow customers to perform 
all transactions online and launched the 

In addition, it launched the Business 
Prepaid card to enable customers to 

-
formed the rise in digital transaction 
values across the entire group, which 

-
cial Banking operations, which are one 

Africa has historically had a much 
lower number of bank branches per 

areas on the continent are also behind 

-
pectation is that the shift to digital by 
our customers represents a permanent 
behavioural change… Digitalisation is a 
journey for Africa, and it’s happening at 

Ecobank Marketplace eCommerce was 
launched to enable sole traders and  
MSMEs to identify new customers 
through online marketplaces, while re-
ceiving instant and secure online pay-
ments on marketplaces such as Flut-

its customers a free online presence 
through the Google My Business Plat-
form, which includes a free website that 

customers to make instant payments to 

with Microsoft and GitHub LinkedIn on 

areas such as digital marketing, sales, 

-
demic, we launched Ellevate to meet 

women-owned/led/focused business 

-
tunities, as well as smart cash solutions 

As with other banks interviewed for 
this report, Ecobank views both tele-

-
tial partners, partly because telecoms 
is an integral component of its digital 

mobile banking solutions and ecosystem 
has been enabled by our strategic part-

can provide innovative solutions, func-
tionalities and services to its customers, 

pan-African Ecobank Banking Sand-

access Ecobank’s APIs to develop in-
novative solutions and quickly integrate 

fund or load value onto their business 
-

ness Prepaid card brings about payment 
convenience to SMEs for instant busi-
ness payments online as well as paying 

adoption, while payment processing 
times have also fallen through the use of 

were susceptible to errors in processing 
whilst digitally submitted transactions 
have minimal opportunities for making 

merchants using Ecobank’s point-of-

onboarding via its touchless platform, 

-

the crisis in order to help 
customers cope and 
speed up their adoption 
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ackbase is helping Standard 
Bank Group develop new plat-
forms to expand the range of its 
business across several African 

countries. The bank has recorded huge 
-

cluding customer acquisition costs that 
are up to eight times lower than previ-
ously. Customers can now onboard by 

uploading a photo of an ID document.
Standard Bank has also started to 

scale its digital lending capabilities to 
avoid customers going through a long 

of bank lending in South Africa now 
completed digitally. Ever more complex 
business loans are also being gradually 
moved on to digital platforms.

Changing operating  
models
Standard Bank’s Head of Digital and 
eCommerce for Consumer and High Net 

costs usually get out of control when 
you build from scratch but these can 
be mitigated by using common scal-
able platforms and methods that can 
be adapted to local needs. 

Bank has therefore aimed to share as 
much as possible between teams to 
reduce costs and increase the speed 
of delivery.

They have had to change their op-
erating models to cope with the new 

a supply mindset to a demand mind-

and need rather than focusing on what 
products are available. 

“The real heart of it is: how can we 
use technology platforms and think 

 
Standard Bank:
Huge benefits 
from digital 
transformation 

of them not as just part of a technol-
ogy set-up but actually as parts of our 
operating model and part of the way 

Hoven.

and eCommerce for South Africa at 

expectations of what a bank actually 
does have greatly increased because 
customers compare their experience 
with their bank with their interaction 

other banks. 

really triggered an increase in the num-
ber of customers interacting on digital 

that they still feel that they are getting 
a personal service. 

quality is also vital to ensure that clients 
feel as if any interaction is relevant to 
them. “The more frequently we speak 

C a s e  s t u d i e s
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-
tunity to produce solutions that serve 

Angola
Standard Bank noted that use of its pre-
vious digital services in Angola had been 

smartphone access in the country re-
stricted the size of the potential market. 

-
base on building a new internet and 

Work was still ongoing when the pan-
demic struck but the bank continued 
to engage with clients on the develop-
ment of its new digital solutions. As a 

-

jumped following completion of the 
new platform.

of Consumer and High Net Worth for 

of digital customers in Angola had in-

of the pandemic but also because of the 
new services. 

This demonstrated that making a 
success of the digital transition is not 
just a case of creating any digital plat-
form; it needs to be the right one for the 
intended market. 

She said that they want to be more 
than a bank but cannot do this by them-

a product mindset to a client mindset; 

insight”. 

Kenya
Backbase has worked with Stanbic Bank 

to provide future ready digital services 
to their clients in the Consumer and High 
Net Worth segment. They have launched 
a new omnichannel platform and bank-
ing app leveraging the Backbase En-
gagement Banking Platform.

-
ing and eCommerce at Stanbic Bank 

not only allows us to provide an omni-
present solution but allows us to be 

a modular roll-out approach.” Kenyan 

already been mandated by the govern-
ment and which should be available 

very aggressive and forward-looking 

service levels are necessary to succeed. 
Stanbic Bank is now future ready with 

right ecosystem of partner that will en-
able to compete in the market by provid-

said Odada.

T unisia’s largest private sector 

launched a new mobile app and 

improving customer engagement. 
It has selected out-of-the-box banking 

features from the Backbase Engagement 

user experience while enhancing opera-

in setting up BIAT’s digital factory to drive 
the implementation of the Backbase 
Engagement Banking platform.

“BIAT now has strong foundations to 
become a digital banking leader in Tu-

nisia with the digital factory being the 
epicenter for innovation. The bank can 
now continue ongoing development 
leveraging the Backbase Engagement 
Platform with the support of Value Digi-

Digital Factory at Value Digital Services.
-

added: “BIAT has been at the forefront of 

-
less user experience giving them more 

communication with the bank and man-
aging daily operations digitally." 

BIAT: 
Pioneers 
in banking  
innovation
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ven where banks are convinced 
of the need to switch the focus 
of their operations to digital plat-
forms, their strategies do not ex-

ist in a vacuum but require a wide range 
of supporting infrastructure and skills. 

In broad terms, there are four main 
obstacles to potential customers ac-

creation of a supporting regulatory 

other devices, for internet access and 
-

logical and educational barriers to using 
such services – mainly because they are 
something new, customers fear they are 

knowledge or technical understanding 
to make use of them.

Responsibility for providing digital 
services lies almost entirely in the hands 
of the banks themselves and is the sub-
ject of most of the rest of this report, so 
needs little comment here. However, it 
would be useful to add something on the 
creation of a workforce with the neces-
sary skills. Banks need access to the 
required technical skills, either in-house 
or from third parties, in order to build, 
maintain, operate and upgrade digital 
platforms.

What are the skills 
and capabilities 
needed to support 
the digital 
transformation?

African banks train many of their own 
-

ternal organisations also help to bring 
workers up to speed. For instance, US 

software developers in their own coun-
tries, including for the banking sector, 

demand for digital skills for the African 
banking sector and other industries 
– which covered five markets: Côte 

and Rwanda – found that there is already 
unmet demand for digital skills but that 
demand is set to surge over the coming 
decade.

Regulatory barriers
Banks are only able to provide such 

regulators allow them to do so. Central 
banks and other regulatory authorities 
therefore have a huge role to play in en-
couraging investment and service pro-
vision. They may fail to act because of 
inertia, because they are not persuaded 
of the need for change; because of the 
fear that unsound businesses and op-
erating methods will disrupt otherwise 
stable or improving banking industries; 
or perhaps also in order to protect es-
tablished operators. 

Regulators have a challenging task 

T h e  e n a b l i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t
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or even video calls when really required, 
could also ease the concerns of some 
customers. Relationship building can 
also help, such as via loyalty schemes, 

language and possibly even having a 
named contact within a bank, perhaps 
just for those customers who need to 
access a wider range of services.

Literacy challenges
Digital illiteracy is still a huge problem. 

-
lation lacks internet access at home 

-
cessing online services. According to 
African Union data, the average literacy 

comparison with a global average of 

-
ures on digital literacy rates but the rate 
is generally considered to be closely 
tied to access to digital technology. 
The cheaper mobile phones and inter-
net access becomes, the more peo-
ple will be able to improve their own 
reading literacy and digital literacy, as 
well as becoming accustomed to using 
websites and apps. Once they are used 
to using digital platforms, it should be 
relatively straightforward for them to 
utilise banking apps.

In addition, some banks are now 

with more substantial obstacles to ac-
cessing services. For instance, South 

-
sively digital bank with no branches, is 
directly targeting excluded groups. It 
charges no monthly fees, only trans-
action charges, and has designed its 
products for those less likely to use 
digital banking. As a result it has a high 
proportion of less educated users and 
an equal split between male and female 
customers. 

Even with all these cultural, regula-

of Africans with bank accounts is fore-

banked proportion of the adult African 

customers that can be tapped by those 
banks prepared to put the work in.

Digital banking services are gener-
ally easy to use for anyone with expe-
rience of any type of online or mobile 
service, but there are still many people 
without such skills, either because of a 
distrust of such technology, or a lack of 

Yet once customers discover how 
easy they are to use, the experience 
of other markets suggests that vast 
majority will continue to use them 
rather than continuing to visit their lo-
cal branch, unless under exceptional 
circumstances. 

in striking a balance between ensuring 
the integrity and stability of the mar-
ket, on the one hand, and encourag-
ing innovation and competition, on the 
other. After years of steadily tighten-

banking frameworks and last year in-
troduced new regulations allowing data 
sharing across banking and payment 
ecosystems. Open banking allows the 
use of open application programming 

institution. 
Digital banks could even overtake 

banking services to the previously un-

restrictions on their geographical reach, 
-

gauge the illuminating views of central 
bank governors on the creation of an 
enabling regulatory framework in the 
following article.

Access to physical tech
There is less that banks can do about 
access to the physical technology need-
ed to access banking services. They 

-

introduce customers to services, help-
ing to overcome psychological barriers. 

-
ternet access costs are falling, helping 
to encourage access. The number of 
smartphone connections has grown 

-
phones now account for about half of 
all connections. 

According to global telecoms indus-

penetration in Sub-Saharan Africa is on 

of mobile phones on the continent are 
expected to be smartphones. Roughly 

companies in particular market very low 
cost handsets in all African markets. 
However, the average smartphone still 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, the highest pro-
portion of any region.

The amount of data used by banking 
apps is very low, yet can still impact up-
take because high data costs can deter 
people from buying smartphones. The 
average cost of a gigabyte of mobile 

so prices are falling. This compares with 
-

pean Union. 
However, there is huge variation in 

-

which can deter smartphone purchase. 
However, it is even possible in some 
cases to access digital banking ser-
vices using a basic, non-smart, phone. 

to access digital services using only 
a thin Sim card overlaid on an existing 
mobile Sim card.

High digital penetration rates also 
require the creation of a retail banking 
culture. Digital platforms usually reduce 
bank costs, so banks can pass some of 
the savings on to users, allowing cus-

local currency, helping them to manage 
what may be very irregular income and 
expenses. There is no need to cajole 
customers online because digital bank-
ing is simply easier for most transac-
tions, so the technology will sell itself. 

Customers can be encouraged to use 
digital platforms to complete as many 
transactions as possible but providing 
the option of face-to-face communica-
tion, perhaps through lower cost kiosks 

Once customers 
discover how easy digital 
services are to use, the 
experience of other 
markets suggests that 
that vast majority will 
continue to use them. 
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n recent years, the number of elec-
tronic transactions has skyrocketed 
as increasing numbers of Namibians 
make use of both online and mobile 

platforms to access banking and pay-
ment services. Digital platforms are a 
preferred means of banking because of 
both convenience and the reduced cost 
of transactions, This has resulted in sig-

ing to Johannes !Gawaxab, Governor 
of Namibia's central bank, the Bank of 
Namibia.

In recent years, the Bank of Namibia 
has paid considerable attention to digi-
tal banking developments. Given the 
fast-changing banking and payments’ 
landscape, and the strong drive towards 
technological advancements around the 
world, the Bank decided to include digital 
transformation in its strategic objec-
tives, to help advance and modernise 

inclusion. It has set up the Innovation Hub 
and the Fintech Innovations Regulatory 
Framework to drive the digital agenda.

“We are mindful that the digital 

be crafted through consultation with 
governments, commercial banks and 
the public. For this reason, our regu-
lated entities are very much part of the 
journey, and we see our role as that of 
advancing  smart regulations to enable 
the industry to innovate and advance 
digital transformation”, noted !Gawaxab. 

T h e  e n a b l i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t :  V i e w  f r o m  t h e  t o p

ernising Namibia’s payments ecosystem 
is crucial to ensuring that the country is 
aligned to international best practices 
and positions itself as a world-class Na-
tional Payment System”, he said.

-
lighted the potential of open banking 
to provide easy access for consumers 
to credit. Namibia’s Banking Institutions 

institutions from sharing client data with 
third parties without the authorisation 
of the Bank of Namibia. However, the 
Bank “is further looking into the open 
banking landscape to issue and provide 
the necessary regulatory guidance later 
in the year to the industry and public”, 
said !Gawaxab.

At present, Namibia’s legal framework 
-

nance banks but, if passed, proposed 
changes to the Banking Law will allow 

new policy has been prompted by low 

“It is therefore anticipated that mi-

inclusion objectives of the Bank”, said 
!Gawaxab. As a result, the Bank would 
welcome innovative players to enter the 
market through the introduction of digi-
tal channels to provide much needed 

informal sector.
The Bank is currently assessing ways 

the use of its regulatory tools. However, 
the lack of network coverage, access to 
internet facilities and access to elec-
tricity in some remote areas could “be 
a major obstacle to providing digital 
banking services”, said !Gawaxab.

-
nancial Regulation and Inclusion (Cenfri), 
has helped the Bank of Namibia de-
velop its inclusive Integrity Supervisory 

high-level concepts, principles and ap-
proaches that will guide the application 

innovations that are not already subject 
to the existing risk-based supervisory 
processes. 

The regulatory framework provides 
a step-by-step analytical framework to 
identify whether an innovation quali-

by a phased approach to understand, 
evaluate and test the innovation be-
fore a regulatory decision is taken. “This 
framework is intended  to underpin the 
Bank’s work in ensuring the integrity of 

-

inclusion”, said !Gawaxab.

In  order  to gar ner  the v iews of 
those in  charge of  sector  regulat ion , 
we spoke to Johannes !G awa xab, 
Gover nor  of  Namibia’s  centra l  bank , 
the B ank of  Namibia . 

However, as policymakers, the Bank 

remains stable and sound, while at the 
same time fostering innovation and pro-
moting competition and trust, he added.

The Bank has drawn up the Namib-
ian National Payment System Vision and 

-
ments industry, including commercial 

sector and broader economy and society. 
“Payment trends also have an impact on 
and contribute to the evolution of how 
banking is conducted. Continually mod-

Namibia’s
central bank
advances 
smart 
regulations 
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his report has hopefully under-
lined the progress that is being 
made in promoting digital bank-
ing platforms and products in 

Africa, not only in terms of improving 
services for existing customers but in 
reaching out to the previously unbanked. 

As a result, the continent is quickly ap-
proaching the point at which more peo-
ple will have bank accounts than are left 
out. Investors have undoubtedly been 
attracted by the commercial potential on 

the continent as the world’s second most 
attractive market in terms of growth and 

that we already suspected, such as that 
the pandemic prompted banks to speed 
up their digitisation processes, with 
some implementing plans that they had 
not previously envisaged. Some discov-
ered that banking apps can be built more 
quickly than they had previously realised.

As always, the Covid crisis triggered 

expected. Almost all banks recognise 
the need for a comprehensive restruc-
turing of their operations to base them 
around digital priorities. Yet the propor-
tion of banks that view themselves as 

the proportion identifying their digital 
strategies as front-end only has jumped 

This may be because the pressure for 
digitisation has increased knowledge 
of the costs involved in the process, 
creating more understanding of exactly 
what can be achieved in the short term. 
It will be interesting to see whether this 
shift in perceptions continues in our 
next survey. 

Our survey revealed that retail custom-
ers continue to be the main priority in 
terms of digital investment, with fewer 

most customers still do not use any 

for standard retail bank accounts rather 

charges. As a result, the banks con-
sulted for our survey report that the 

who use digital platforms is even lower 
than for retail customers. 

Yet during our more in-depth discus-
sions with bank leaders, it became clear 
that some banks are putting a great deal 

and also into more general support for 
African small businesses. As a result, 
a failure to make proper provision of 

banks lose out on new customers but 
could also result in them losing valuable 
business customers to more digitally-
savvy rivals.

An increasing proportion of custom-
ers are demanding access to digital 
services, with customer demand and 
satisfaction cited by our survey partici-
pants as the main motivation for their 
digital transformation. 

Yet many people are still prevented 
from accessing digital services by a 
wide range of obstacles, ranging from 
the price of mobile phones and other 
devices, and the high cost of internet 
access in most parts of Africa, to illit-
eracy, including digital illiteracy, and fear 
of the unknown. 

The price of smartphones is falling 
quickly in Africa, which should encour-
age some to use mobile banking ser-

remain stubbornly high in some mar-
kets. Overall, however, the number of 
barriers to digital banking is falling, so it 

higher user numbers in our next survey.

Conclusions
innovation and change. For their part, 
many existing bank customers had 
to access internet and mobile bank 

person to avoid using cash, or online. A 
number of banks encouraged them by 
suspending digital transaction charges 
for a period.

-
formation was one of their top three 

reported that they were resistant to the 
process, with the vast majority open 
to change and no longer seeing their 

Banks are spending more on digital de-
velopment than ever before, with the 
proportion of African banks relying on 
third party developers and platforms, 
including to help build their in-house 
capacities, more than tripling since our 
last survey.

Some results from our survey were less 
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