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Why are distribution networks key
to financial inclusion?
Expanding customer access to CICO agents increases uptake
and usage of digital accounts by:
• Providing a bridge between digital and analog worlds for
people with cash incomes and expenses
• Building customer trust in digital through agent support
• Reaching underserved areas, increasing customer base
• Stimulating DFS provider investments in new products

Source: Hernandez (2019); BCG (2019); BIS (2018); CNBV (2018); CGAP (2018); CPMI (2016)
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New generation of CICO agents is emerging
• Agent networks act as open
platforms, aggregating products and
services from a range financial and
non-financial providers
• Agent viability improves when the
network supports a range of
business lines
• In some markets, agents are
becoming fully fledged banking
agents (e.g. Mexico, China, India)

Source: CGAP assessments 2019

Implications for financial
inclusion and government
Linking DFS with specific real-sector needs (e.g. e-commerce,
ride hailing, investments etc) increases customer value
Service aggregation improves agent viability, which can reduce
the need for agent subsidies in rural areas
Policy makers should balance benefits of new CICO agent
models against consumer protection and market concentration
risks
Last mile remains a challenge. Public and private actors need
to collaborate on further expanding the reach of CICO agents.
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Principles for Inclusive Rural CICO Networks

6 Principles for Inclusive Agent Networks
Enable rural CICO agents to generate more revenue streams.
Rural agents rely on commissions from CICO transactions to turn a profit, but transaction volumes tend to be low in rural
areas. Aggregating different types of transactions at the agent level creates more revenue streams and provides a stronger
incentive for people in rural areas to become agents.
From 2015 to 2017, rural agents in India more than doubled their monthly revenues by facilitating a
wide array of financial and nonfinancial services offered by the government and the private sector.

Make CICO agents more accessible to rural customers.
When rural, low-income customers personally know and live close to their cash-in/cash-out (CICO) agents, they are more
likely to sign up for and use digital financial services (DFS).
Digital financial service providers in Tanzania could expand service coverage from 26% to 76% of the
rural population through collaborations with shops, schools and health clinics.
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6 Principles for Inclusive Agent Networks
Expand the range of people who can serve as CICO agents.
Most countries require agents to be a registered business and have a physical address, but in rural areas few businesses
meet these requirements.
In Indonesia, fintechs have acquired 5+ million agents by stretching the boundaries of who can serve as
an agent, even enlisting rural mom-and-pop stores and motorbike drivers as roaming agents.

Identify and manage risks posed by rural agents without stopping innovation.
Agents have been known to take advantage of customers around the world, often in rural areas where customers are more
vulnerable. Regulations must protect customers without stymying innovative CICO agent networks as they reach greater
scale.
China’s “test-and-learn” approach to financial-sector regulations has mitigated actual risks while
enabling e-commerce companies to scale new CICO agent networks.

8
© CGAP 2019

6 Principles for Inclusive Agent Networks
Develop a data-driven strategy to close the gender gap in CICO access and use.
There is a global gender gap in women’s access to financial services, but the variance in the gender gap suggests that
women face different constraints in different countries. It is important to understand how men’s and women’s experiences
differ as both customers and agents to create more inclusive, effective agent networks.

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, female agents at microfinance institution FINCA average 12% more
transactions per month and higher transaction values than male agents, while operating in less populated
areas.

Expand public and private partnerships that share CICO agents.
Building rural agent networks at the scale necessary to really add value for customers is too big a job for any one provider or
government entity. It will require the public and private sectors to work together to build a robust digital ecosystem, leveraging
each other’s comparative advantages.
A partnership between the Chinese government and Alibaba group has expanded rural e-commerce agents
to 30,000 rural villages since 2014, surpassing the number of branches run by some of the country’s top
banks.
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Karthik co-founded Boonbox in 2013 based on a significant gap in the
market; all existing e-commerce companies only focused on urban and periurban locations.
Boonbox is an e-commerce platform serving rural customers with
populations lower than 20,000. Boonbox takes orders from customers
through agents who use the Boonbox App, subsequently Boonbox delivers
the products directly to customers doorsteps. Boonbox covers 16 states and
can delivery products to 47% of India’s universe of villages.
Boonbox partners with financial institutions to use their banking agents for
payment and credit services. Boonbox increases the use cases offered by
banking agents.
Learn more about Boonbox (https://inthreeaccess.com/)

Karthik Natarajan
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Payments professional with extensive African
experience in payments technology, senior
executive, board member, entrepreneur, adviser
and mentor.
Previously Chief Digital Officer Atlas Mara,
Director Financial Services Safaricom, and Group
Payments Director Equity Bank.

Ronald Webb
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CEO JG Digital Equity Ventures, the digital ventures
arm of JG Summit, invests in early-to-mid stage
startups in Southeast Asia.

Also, Board Director and Advisor of Wing Cambodia.
Previously CEO of Wing Cambodia, CEO of Smart Hub
Philippines.

Jojo Malolos
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For more information see CGAP’s technical guide on Agent Networks at the Last Mile
http://www.cgap.org/cico
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