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Mobile money provides customers with an electronic wallet, which they can use for bill payments 

and cash transfers to accounts held by themselves or others. Customers deposit money into their 

mobile account by visiting their Mobile Network Operator (MNO) or an authorized agent.1 

Recipients of cash transfers visit the MNO or an agent after receiving text notification of the transfer. 

Recipients may collect the cash or have it uploaded into their own electronic wallet. 

Mobile money is particularly beneficial for remote rural communities who have limited access to 

financial services. In 2010 Vodafone Fiji introduced a mobile money product known as M-Paisa. 

Later that year, Digicel launched its own product known as Digi-Money. M-Paisa was based on the 

M-Pesa framework, previously rolled-out in Kenya by Safaricom which now has 20 million 

subscribers supported by 83,000 agents.2 M-Pesa facilitated quick, safe and accessible cash transfers 

from urban centres to rural communities. Prior to the introduction of M-Pesa, Kenyans had few 

options for electronic transmission of money to rural areas. Consequently they were forced to utilize 

risky transmission methods like sending cash with passengers or drivers travelling to rural 

destinations. M-Pesa only facilitated cash transfers but Safaricom subsequently developed a 

paperless banking service (M-Shwari) which provides additional features including bank accounts, 

savings and loans. 

Financial Inclusion in Rural Fiji 

Countries across the Pacific anticipate that digital financial services (DFS) like mobile money will 

contribute to higher rates of financial inclusion, particularly among remote rural communities. Fiji 

is relatively urbanized compared to other Pacific nations but 49 per cent of its population still lives 

in rural areas. In July 2015, the authors examined mobile customers’ perceptions of DFS through a 

survey of 100 mobile users from rural communities in the three provinces on Vanua Levu (Bua, 

Macuata and Cakaudrove). Participants were drawn from communities which have an M-Paisa 

agent. Selected demographics for the participants are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1. Demographic Data of Participants 

GENDER AGE HIGHEST EDUCATION COMPLETED 

Male Female <21 21-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 Primary Secondary Tertiary Vocational 

56% 44% 3% 26% 35% 25% 11% 6% 25% 33% 36% 

                                                      
1 The MNO maintains customers’ funds in a bank account and tracks individual customer balances using their mobile 
phone number. 
2 http://www.safaricom.co.ke/ 



55% of the survey participants received remittances at least once a month. However telegraphic 

money orders (TMOs) remained the most popular (83%) means of receiving remittances. Only 9% 

of the participants were actually using mobile services, predominantly to pay utility bills. These 

results and the discussion below may not necessarily reflect perceptions of users in urban areas or 

other parts of Fiji. However, they are valuable in terms of highlighting perceptions, challenges and 

opportunities as financial regulators and MNOS strive to increase financial inclusion through DFS. 

Most (77%) survey participants were unaware of mobile money services, including some market 

vendors who operated within a 20 metre radius of the nearest agent. This is surprising, since MNOs 

have spent significant resources to promote mobile money through newspaper, radio and television 

advertisements as well as awareness campaigns in some rural communities. The lack of awareness 

among participants suggests that such advertisements and campaigns have not reached all users. 

Perceptions of Risk and Cost 

Customers may perceive mobile money as risky because they fail to fully comprehend the 

embedded security features. For example, some participants felt uncomfortable storing money on 

their mobile phones, fearing they would lose the funds if their phone was stolen or lost. This fear 

persisted despite a two-point security system which enables customers to add a Personal 

Identification Number (PIN) on their mobile phones and a second PIN (required by MNOs) to access 

DFS. Participants also perceived mobile money as more costly than traditional means of transferring 

money, such as TMOs. This is also surprising because M-Paisa is actually cheaper than TMOs. For 

transactions up to $100, transfers cost $0.50 and withdrawals cost $1.00 while higher value 

transactions cost $1.00 for transfers and $2.00 for withdrawals. The Reserve Bank of Fiji is keen to 

further reduce these costs in order to encourage greater uptake. 

Financial Literacy and Training 

In addition to awareness, users also require financial literacy skills to obtain the desired benefits 

from mobile money. For instance, some customers have registered for M-Paisa simply to benefit 

from the triple-up of credit available to M-Paisa customers. However, they are not using the 

financial services available through mobile money. For instance, users who wish to save can keep 

up to $10,000 in their electronic wallet instead of a bank account. However, participants tended to 

consume the entire amount of cash received through M-Paisa because they had not developed a 

savings habit. This habit may be acquired and nurtured through financial literacy training. Such 

training is already provided by several banks and NGOs but may not be available to all communities. 

In addition, training material may vary among providers in terms of content, depth and philosophy. 



Legislative Framework 

Some participants reported challenges when accessing cash from agents. First, some agents have 

claimed to lack sufficient cash to service customers’ withdrawal requests. Although this is not an 

issue with larger agents, it could be a serious challenge among smaller and more remote retail 

outlets who have less liquidity. Second, some customers said that agents had forced them to spend 

at least part of the withdrawal amount in-store whereas they wanted to use the cash for other needs 

such as school fees. It appears unjust for agents to impose such conditions upon customers. Such 

impositions also contravene agents’ service agreement with MNOs, which entitle agents to a 

commission on each transaction. Such questionable behavior by agents indicates the need for 

stronger customer protection supported by mechanisms for monitoring and redress. 

Network Coverage and Infrastructure 

Customers on Vanua Levu are generally able to access mobile networks due to the coverage 

provided by MNOs. However many customers living outside Fiji’s two main islands suffer from 

limited or no network access. For example, some villagers in Lau and the Yasawas remain excluded 

from mobile money services currently enjoyed by residents on Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. The cost 

of network infrastructure is borne by the MNOs, which may not have a business case for covering 

small, remote islands. However this investment could possibly be funded or subsidized by 

government as part of its commitment to financial inclusion. Alternatively, MNOs could be offered 

tax rebates to improve the feasibility of such investment. Historically, rural communities have also 

been challenged by the absence of reliable electricity. However some of them can now access 

renewable power sources such as solar energy, which enable them to charge phone batteries. 

Conclusion 

The survey findings indicate a relatively low (9%) uptake of mobile money services in rural Vanua 

Levu. One reason for the low uptake is that Fiji (unlike Kenya) historically had an accessible and 

reliable network for transmitting money to rural areas via TMOs. To increase the uptake of mobile 

money services, more effort is required in: creating awareness of mobile money; educating 

customers about security features embedded within mobile money; providing financial literacy 

training which focuses on savings; improving legislative frameworks to protect customers; and 

increasing network coverage to include customers on remote islands. 


