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Fintech, Base of the Pyramid Entrepreneurs and Social Value Creation 

 

ABSTRACT 

Purpose: Fintech is having a profound impact in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) because it offers more 

financial inclusion. In this paper, we examine the interrelationship of Fintech, base of the pyramid 

(BOP) entrepreneurs, and social value creation in Sierra Leone. 

Design/methodology/approach: The current paper uses a qualitative research design with open-

ended, in-depth interviews as the main data sources. We interview the respondents from the Sierra 

Leone Fintech Association and four BOP entrepreneurs operating in different sectors. 

Findings: We find that Fintech services, specifically mobile money, play a significant role in 

reducing uncertainty surrounding business operations. FinTech offers growth possibilities for BOP 

entrepreneurs, creating social value by providing transactional security, convenience, and reducing 

cash robberies. Fintech also contributes to social value by enhancing BOP entrepreneurs and 

consumer development skills. 

Research Implications: Our study highlights the importance of context-specific theorization 

when analyzing the interlinkage between BOP entrepreneurship, social value creation, and 

Fintech. For example, the possibility of safety from street robbery may not appear to be part of 

social value creation by a technological development like Fintech. However, in Sierra Leone, 

which has experienced both a civil war and an Ebola outbreak, insecurity has been one of the 

biggest concerns expressed by BOP entrepreneurs. Hence, scholars need to incorporate contextual 

elements of risk, uncertainty, and volatility while theorizing on Fintech's application in BOP 

contexts.  

Practical Implications: A key managerial implication relates to micro-firm entrepreneurs and 

information specific benefits. Fintech offers entrepreneurs regular contact with customers to 

evaluate their purchasing patterns and emerging needs. Fintech offers BOP entrepreneurs a 

possibility to further develop their technological skills. From a policy perspective, our study 

highlights the importance of regulating Fintech charges so that the affordability is increased, 

leading to greater BOP entrepreneur usage. 

Originality: Our paper is one of the first studies that specifically focuses on BOP entrepreneurship 

and social value creation by Fintech services in a SSA context. It is also one of the few studies that 

incorporates views from both entrepreneurs and a country's leading Fintech association. Finally, 

we specifically focus on BOP micro-entrepreneurs. 

 

 

Keywords: Base of Pyramid (BOP), Fintech, Sierra Leone, Social Value, Entrepreneurship 
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1. Introduction 

FinTech1 has rapidly disrupted and innovated the global financial system by creating new 

business models, revenue streams, and investment opportunities. Various Fintech categories 

include (but are not limited to) cryptocurrencies, blockchain, peer-to-peer (P2P) lending, artificial 

intelligence platforms, insurtech, crowdfunding, and mobile payments systems (Chen et al., 2019; 

Das, 2019; Liu et al., 2020). In 2019, Fintech attracted US$135.7 billion in global investment, 

more than double the amount in 2017 (US$50.8 billion). In 2020, there were 2,953 Fintech start-

ups worldwide (Statista, 2020).  

The surge in Fintech startups and investment is viewed as a reaction to the 2008 global financial 

crisis (GFC), when trust in the banking system dissipated. Post GFC, the rise of FinTech is also 

attributable to more volatile bank performance, higher regulatory constraints (e.g., Basel III), low 

interest rates, an abundance of global capital flows chasing yield, changing customer expectations, 

and the mass adoption of smartphones and cheaper data processing. (Buchanan and Cao, 2018). 

The increased use of blockchain, artificial intelligence, cloud computing, and big data have all 

created an affordable infrastructure to spur Fintech innovation (Buchanan and Cao, 2018; Das, 

2019; Palmié et al., 2020). 

FinTech has impacted both developed and emerging markets by providing opportunities for 

approximately 1.7 billion adults who are "unbanked.”2 It also targets a funding gap of more than 

USD$2 trillion for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in emerging markets. Fintech has 

the potential to reduce information asymmetry, mitigate risk, and allocate capital more efficiently. 

Das (2019) acknowledges Fintech is characterized by technological change in three areas: (a) 

raising capital (b) allocating capital, and (c) transferring capital. Lee and Teo (2015) state that most 

successful Fintech innovations demonstrate the LASIC principle (or low profit margin, asset light, 

scalable, innovative and compliance). 

Mobile payment technology3 efficiently transfers capital and has proved most successful in 

countries with fragile institutional structures, including the banking system (Yermack, 2018). It 

has included millions of new customers in India, China, and Africa and has decreased cross-border 

 
1 The emerging Fintech literature has a variety of definitions, but in this paper, we assume the Financial Stability 

Board (2017) definition: “FinTech is technologically enabled financial innovation that could result in new business 

models, applications, processes, products, or services with an associated material effect on financial markets and 

institutions and the provision of financial services.”   
2 By "unbanked", we mean individuals who do not have access to some form of a traditional bank account. 
3 This can be via the internet or mobile phones. 
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remittance costs and increased financial inclusion (Da Silva, 2018)4. Indeed, previous research 

shows that mobile money adoption in Africa is dominated by people who do not own ‘formal’ and 

‘informal’ accounts (Ashenafi et al., 2016). For example, only one-third of people in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (hereafter denoted SSA) have a bank account. Financial inclusion has been boosted by 

mobile money innovations in SSA, with 21 percent of adults having a mobile money account, the 

most for any region in the world (Demirguç-Kunt et al., 2017). More than half of the 282 mobile 

money services operating worldwide are located in the SSA region5. It is estimated that by 2024 

the digital payments market will reach US$8.2 trillion (Statista, 2020). 

Entrepreneurship provides a viable solution to extreme poverty (Sutter et al., 2019; Kimmit et 

al., 2019). Yet, the pace of fintech adoption differs across developed and developing economies 

(Frost, 2020). For example, a lack of access to traditional banking services has long been a reality 

for the base of the pyramid (hereafter known as BOP) entrepreneurs (Surie, 2017; Leposky et al., 

2020). Several studies address business issues like frugal innovation, social enterprises, 

technology, local entrepreneur use, and product marketing strategies in BOP markets in Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America (Hall et al., 2012; 2014; Surie, 2017; Makina, 2019; Onsongo, 2019).  

Even though SSA has lagged the rest of the world in terms of economic development, some 

countries in the region are now considered Fintech leaders. Significant research attention has been 

devoted to the success of Fintech firms like M-Pesa (Chandy and Narasimhan, 2011; Kemuma et 

al., 2015; Onsongo, 2019). Yet, Beck, et al., (2015) and Yermack (2018) recognize that MPesa 

tends to be an anomaly. Moreover, countries like Kenya, South Africa, Nigeria have received far 

more attention than other SSA economies (Maino et al., 2019). It should further be noted that most 

BOP entrepreneurs operate in sectors like agriculture, fishing, and small retail trading, where the 

potential for creating social value is very high. Yet, there is a dearth of literature on Fintech and 

these sectors.   

In this paper, we draw the Fintech, BOP entrepreneurship, and social value creation literature 

streams together. To the best of our knowledge this paper is one of the first to specifically focus 

on social value created by Fintech for BOP entrepreneurs in a SSA context (particularly Sierra 

Leone). Furthermore, our focus specifically targets entrepreneurs managing micro firms (less than 

 
4 Financial inclusion can be broadly defined as ‘a state in which all working-age adults, including those currently 

excluded by the financial system, have effective access to the following financial services provided by formal 

institutions: credit, savings and current accounts, payments, and insurance’ (GPFI, 2016). 
5 “Orange Mobile Money take up in Central Africa may double in 2018”, Bloomberg.  
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10 employees). By doing so, we aim to avoid generalizations made in the literature where micro 

firms are analyzed alongside SMEs (which in many cases have a different customer and resource 

base).  

The Sierra Leone Fintech ecosystem is an interesting laboratory to examine how BOP 

entrepreneurs exhibit agility when responding to uncertainty. Sierra Leone is less developed than 

other SSA nations and is underserved by the traditional banking system. Seventy percent of the 

population live below the poverty line and there is high unemployment. Sierra Leone experienced 

a civil war during 1991-2002, an event that impacted all spheres of life, including entrepreneurship 

(Collier and Duponchel, 2013).  

However, when it comes to Fintech development, Sierra Leone has demonstrated an early 

mover advantage relative to other SSA nations. Indeed, the 2014-2015 Ebola outbreak in Sierra 

Leone was a catalyst for swift Fintech adoption. For example, Sierra Leone became the first 

country to allow citizens to vote in elections using blockchain technology.6 Sierra Leone is the 

second African country (after Kenya) to adopt a regulatory sandbox for Fintech development. Like 

many other countries, Sierra Leone is moving to a less cash-dependent economy through mobile 

phone payments. This has also helped overcome vast distances between bank branches and home, 

as well as reducing corruption. The view about going cashless has been reinforced during the recent 

COVID pandemic. Our findings can guide researchers by showing how Fintech can yield a positive 

social change in a post-pandemic environment.  

Our empirical research design is based on qualitative case studies where interviews are 

undertaken with BOP entrepreneurs as well as with representatives from the Sierra Leone Fintech 

Association (hereafter known as SLFINTECH). We find that social value is created through less 

corruption, fewer cash robberies, better transactional security, affordability, and accessibility. 

Social value is also created through improved skills development, further reducing uncertainty. 

We make several contributions to the literature. Social value creation as a concept has received 

much attention in recent years. Social value creation is defined as “an activity that leads to the 

realization of any of the three core values of development: sustenance, self-esteem, and freedom 

from servitude” (Todoro and Smith, 2012). However, the focus has been mostly on the activities 

of foreign (primarily Western) multinationals operating in developing and emerging economies 

(Leposky et al., 2020). We find that all the interviewees in our study experience sustenance, self-

 
6 (Business Insider, March 14, 2018).  
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esteem, and greater independence in their firm operations. In fact, we document that better trust is 

established between BOP entrepreneurs and banks via Fintech usage. Secondly, our paper is one 

of the few studies that incorporates both sides' views, rather than focusing solely on either 

entrepreneurs or Fintech firms. Finally, our paper's key contribution comes from a focus on social 

value creation, as we link Fintech's role for BOP entrepreneurs to this specific topic. A focus on 

social value creation is important because it highlights services to a disadvantaged section of the 

population, who previously could not access traditional financial services (De Silva et al., 2019; 

Onsongo, 2019; Leposky et al., 2020).  

Our paper complements Onsongo (2019) by undertaking the analysis in the under-researched 

SSA context of Sierra Leone. Like Onsongo (2019), we consider mobile monetary payments as a 

social innovation. However, Onsongo (2019) focuses on M-Pesa, mainly from the provider 

perspective, whereas we analyze mobile phone payments as a social innovation from the 

perspective of both the entrepreneurs and SLFINTECH. Like Yao et al. (2018), we find that 

technological innovation is driven by demand and drives the development of a country's financial 

industry. However, we focus on a different market that has an early mover advantage as well as 

micro-enterprises (as opposed to small businesses in general).   

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The next section presents a literature review 

followed by a contextual overview of SSA Fintech and Sierra Leone. We then discuss research 

methodology, followed by our findings. The paper concludes with a discussion of implications.  

 

2. Literature Review 

In a Fintech literature synthesis, Gomber et al. (2018) propose a three-dimensional 

structure to identify untapped territories. The first dimension focuses on interactions between 

financial intermediaries and include business-to-customers and business-to-business models 

offering financial services. Fintech firm functions along this dimension can further be divided into 

six areas: finance, investments, money, payments, insurance and advice. The second dimension 

refers to emerging technologies such as blockchain and big data analysis. The third dimension 

includes companies such as start-ups and IT firms and traditional financial institutions. Other 

studies link technology usage with financial services (e.g., Berger et al., 1999).  

Alt et al. (2018) point out that the Fintech industry has grown from a physical media 

presence (1500-1860) to analog technologies (1860-1960) to more digital technologies (1960s 
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onwards). As Fintech evolves, it is influenced by new market participants (Zetzsche et al., 2019), 

and foundational technologies that provide viable customer acquisition costs (Arner et al., 2020). 

Similarly, studies identify technological change in the banking industry and investment to 

represent progress in Fintech (Thakor, 2020; Gomber et al., 2018; Lee and Shin, 2018; Romānova 

and Kudinska, 2016). 

Vives (2017) investigates the impact of FinTech on efficiency, banking market structures, 

and financial stability, detailing that the banking industry benefits from Fintech’s lower cost of 

intermediation and wider financial inclusion. Reasons for financial exclusion include lack of funds 

and traditional banking practice rules (Kamran and Uusitalo, 2019), unmet demand by traditional 

banks (Frost, 2020) and long physical distances between bank branch locations and home 

(Demirguç-Kunt et al., 2017; Frost, 2020). Other factors, such as lack of proper documentation 

and educational level, compound financial exclusion problems (Makina, 2019; Das and Drine, 

2020). However, Watkins et al. (2017) and Maino et al. (2019) indicate established BOP 

entrepreneurs have the potential to integrate Fintech applications (specifically mobile money) and 

circumvent these barriers and potentially create social value. 

In the mobile banking literature (Dewan, 2010; Yousafzai, 2012;  Shaikh and Karjaluoto, 

2015; Tam and Oliveira, 2017; Alkhowaiter, 2020), there is a consensus that smartphone demand 

in both developed and developing markets continue to have a profound effect on mobile banking 

services. As Frost (2020) posits, new fintech providers have established a strong foothold in mobile 

payments, especially for the retail customers. For example, mobile money facilitates money 

transfer, mobile payments, Quick Response (QR) and SMS technology (Da-Silva, 2018; Onsongo, 

2019). In 2019, 5.2 billion people subscribed to mobile services, accounting for 67 per cent of the 

world's population (GSMA, 2020). Also, mobile service technology generated $4.1 trillion in 

economic value, accounting for 4.7 per cent of global GDP (GSMA, 2020). Thus, the banking 

industry's evolution from local branches to internet banking (or place centric) and mobile banking 

(or equipment centric) has yielded benefits of shorter customers queues and wait-time (Tam and 

Oliveira, 2017). Companies and industries have been transformed by disruptive innovations 

(Palmié et al., 2020), resulting in a higher comfort level and lower costs (Teja, 2017). Furthermore, 

the BOP population segment uses mobile Fintech services to avoid paying high fees and financial 

exclusion (Maurer, 2012; Buchanan and Cao, 2018).    
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Despite research that examines SSA-specific mobile money adoption (Koomson et al., 

2021; Coffie et al., 2020; Kabbiri et al., 2018; Kanyam et al., 2017; Mothobi and Grzybowski, 

2017), there is a lack of research specifically focusing on entrepreneurship and social value 

creation by Fintech in a SSA context. Asongu et al. (2018) examine mobile phone governance for 

doing business in SSA, and find that Fintech services availability strengthens entrepreneurship in 

developing countries. Similarly, in identifying the determinants of Fintech payment services 

diffusion in SSA, Coffie et al. (2020) focus specifically on SMEs firms using data solely from 

Association of Ghanaian Industries (AGI). Instead, our study includes both micro enterprise 

entrepreneurs and the country's Fintech association perspectives, rather than focusing solely on 

entrepreneurs or Fintech firms.   

 

3. Fintech in SSA: Contextual Overview of Sierra Leone  

According to recent statistics, there is a 74 per cent mobile phone penetration rate in SSA 

(GSMA, 2019). Due to its growth potential, SSA represents an exciting and attractive market for 

Fintech firms (Maino et al., 2019), and the BOP segment is a major driver of global trade and 

growth. Agricultural entrepreneurs and small farms are considered important income sources for 

the BOP sector in the SSA region, with the agricultural industry accounting for more than 15 per 

cent of GDP (OECD/FAO, 2016), and more than half of the population employed in this sector 

(Hilson, 2016). Thus, Fintech applications, such as mobile money payments, can create social 

value and increase agricultural commercialization by facilitating more straightforward transactions 

between producers and suppliers of agricultural products. In SSA such facilitation is crucial 

because individuals and small businesses can potentially save between 80 and 90 per cent in costs 

compared to traditional financial services (Manyika et al., 2016). Thus, producers may get a better 

price for products than using traditional intermediaries, which tends to be detrimental to the farmer 

(Welsh, 1997; Lyson, 2012).     

Prior studies find that farmers who use mobile money services have a higher income than 

those who do not use them (Kikulwe et al., 2014; Baumüller, 2018). Fishing is another important 

sector that plays an essential role in staple food provision in SSA (Eicher and Baker, 1982). Fishing 

is directly linked to BOP entrepreneurship as it offers employment options for both men and 

women (Anderson and Obeng, 2017). Although there is a dearth of research on the link between 

fishing entrepreneurship and Fintech in a SSA BOP context, Boateng and Sarpong (2019) highlight 
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mobile payment user's positive impacts. A similar conclusion is valid for other BOP entrepreneurs 

(micro firms) operating in different sectors, as Fintech and mobile services offer ease of financial 

management and can circumvent other operational barriers (Kanyam et al., 2017; Mothobi and 

Grzybowski, 2017; Kabbiri et al., 2018). Gölgeci et al. (2020) suggest that entrepreneurs tend to 

display a specific kind of agility in an uncertain context. One example of agility is Fintech which 

has a potential to contribute to the resilience and adroitness of BOP entrepreneurs in Sierra Leone 

regarding operations and social value creation.     

 Das and Drine (2020) measure the technological gap between African nations and 

emerging economies. They recognize Africa's poor infrastructure, relatively poor business 

environment, and lack of human development as significant technological development barriers. 

Low volume activities stifle many industries in Africa. Das and Drine (2020) provide evidence 

that economic development is not impossible, but investment in technology must address these 

shortcomings. In this regard, legal origin matters (Yermack, 2018). According to Yermack (2018), 

countries with a common law legal origin offer better financial inclusion compared to civil law-

based countries. Sierra Leone has a common law heritage. Even so, Sierra Leone scores below 

other SSA common law-based countries.  

Sierra Leone clearly fits the BOP criteria. The country’s GDP per capita is US$1600, and 

seventy percent of Sierra Leone’s population lives below the poverty line. Unemployment is very 

high, and nearly half of the working-age population engages in subsistence agriculture. 

Compounding these economic difficulties is the fact that Sierra Leone has been exposed to falling 

global commodity prices. 

Pervasive corruption and the risk of fraud have been deterrents to foreign direct investment 

in Sierra Leone. The SSA region scores poorly on the Transparency International Corruption 

Perception Index (CPI). The region averages a CPI score of 32, with Sierra Leone scoring 337. In 

terms of CPI rankings, Sierra Leone is ranked 119th out of 198 countries but has moved up 10 

places in the last decade. In terms of the global corruption barometer, 52 percent of Sierra Leone 

public service users admit to bribe payments, and 43% of respondents think corruption has 

increased in the country. On a scale of 0 to 100 (with 100 being the best), Sierra Leone scores 47 

for ease of doing business. More positively, on average, it takes 8 days to start a new business in 

 
7 A perfect score is 100, and the worst, 0. 
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Sierra Leone, compared with a 28-day average for other common-law SSA countries (Yermack, 

2018).  

Historically, most of the population has been unbanked, and there have been numerous 

hurdles to Sierra Leone banking access. Remittance costs to other countries are expensive, with 

Sierra Leone averaging 8.3 percent. The banking sector has also faced challenges in the form of 

currency fluctuations and a low supply of financial products like credit, insurance, and savings 

products (Didenko, 2017). 

The largest impediment to more rapid Fintech growth in SSA appears to be the electrical 

and communications infrastructure. Sierra Leone has electricity and internet penetration rate of 9 

percent and 11.7 percent, respectively, compared with an average of 46.2 percent and 38.5 percent 

for common-law SSA countries (Yermack, 2018). Only 6.8 percent of the Sierra Leone rural 

population has access to electricity. This is also one reason bitcoin mining has not been extensive 

in Sierra Leone, because cryptocurrency mining consumes enormous amounts of electricity.  

Fintech growth in Sierra Leone has largely been in mobile money, blockchain, and 

RegTech. Sixty percent of the population is under 25 years of age. This is largely a result of the 

Sierra Leone civil war between 1991 and 2002. However, the youth-based population has also 

been very receptive to innovation, particularly in mobile phones.  For every 100 inhabitants, there 

are 102 mobile phone subscriptions. In response to the 2014-2015 Ebola outbreak (CIA World 

Factbook. 2020), the government turned to mobile wallets to help money circulate throughout the 

economy. 

Sierra Leone was the first country to let citizens vote in elections using blockchain 

(Business Insider, March 14, 2018). Blockchain technology was used to verify votes to reduce 

corruption in the election process. Agora, a Swiss blockchain company, provided the service to 

Sierra Leone's Western District, the nation's most populous area and includes its capital, Freetown. 

The platform had limited observer status to help verify the accuracy of voting in the first round of 

a presidential election in Sierra Leone. 

Traditionally, if a potential customer wanted to open a bank account in Sierra Leone, (s)he 

might be asked for ten identity documents, and then it would take two weeks to open the account.8. 

The Sierra Leone government and Kiva (a US nonprofit microfinance company) partnered to 

address this problem and launched a blockchain and decentralized identity implementation to 

 
8 “Sierra Leone launches blockchain-based identity implementation platform”, The Paypers, September 6, 2019. 
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overcome these barriers to access. Finally, SLFINTECH was founded in 2016 as part of the 2017-

2020 National Strategy for Financial Inclusion. SSA countries have tended to take a hands-off 

approach to Fintech regulation. However, after Kenya, Sierra Leone is the second African country 

to launch a Fintech regulatory sandbox. SLFINTECH also runs an annual Fintech Challenge.  

 

4. Research methodology 

We use a qualitative research approach because of its potential to offer an in-depth analysis 

in management studies (Lee and Lee, 1999; Birkinshaw et al., 2011). We draw on Patton (2002) 

to describe and explain the process of data collection and analysis. Since there is a dearth of 

empirical research on BOP and Fintech in SSA (particularly Sierra Leone), it is important to ensure 

that the empirical data are trustworthy due to its exploratory nature. The use of an holistic approach 

is necessary as there is a limited possibility of replicating earlier research in this specific 

framework (Cazurra et al., 2016). Thus, we implement a "qualitative rigor" approach to highlight 

and offer legitimacy to raw elements inside unknown categories (Reuber et al., 2017; Eisenhardt, 

2020). Previous management research indicates that inductive qualitative research is adequate to 

produce in-depth insights knowledge from small samples (Chetty, 1996; Lee and Lee, 1999; 

Stenbacka, 2001; Arslan et al., 2020), as it enables researchers to establish reliable linkages 

between research and findings (Patton, 2002). In the following sub-section, we provide a 

comprehensive background to the research setting.  

 

4.1 Research setting and background on case firms  

Specific case selection in qualitative management research should be driven by the 

opportunity to better understand the overall research objective (Chetty, 1996; Lee and Lee, 1999; 

Baxter and Jack, 2008; Arslan et al., 2020). The case study approach has been referred to as a 

useful tool in an African framework (Arslan et al., 2020). Small-scale trading and entrepreneurial 

activities are regarded as a catalyst for economic development in countries such as Sierra Leone 

(Kamara, 2008). The five case firms selected for this study are carefully sampled due to their 

dynamic business operations covering diverse economic sectors ranging from agriculture, 

cosmetics, fishing, and manufacturing industries.  

Given our focus on Fintech, we select firms based on the following criteria: (1) the firm 

must have a minimum of two years’ experience integrating Fintech services and products in their 
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business operations and (2) all the case firms are micro-enterprises (less than 10 employees). This 

aspect is important for the sake of comparative analysis. It is also because such firms tend to be 

representative of most entrepreneurs operating in a BOP context, rather than SMEs that, in many 

cases, tend to have more resources and may not face the same problems concerning financial 

services. SLFINTECH is selected due to its supporting role in the Sierra Leone Fintech ecosystem. 

Thus, the selected cases represent both the micro firm and industry association’s point of view. 

We have not revealed the names of interviewees and case firms in order to maintain their 

anonymity.  

The first case firm, “A”, is a contract manufacturing firm that produces home and office 

furniture. Firm A was established in 2015 and currently employs six individuals across two offices 

in Freetown (the capital). Since its launch, firm A is one of the few micro-firms in Sierra Leone 

that is currently benefiting from Chinese and Sierra Leone trade relations, as over 90 per cent of 

its raw materials are imported from China. The second case firm, “B” is a cosmetic products 

provider established in 2014. Firm B is a family-owned business and currently employs two 

individuals. Since 2014, firm B has grown to be one of the most reputable small-scale providers 

of cosmetic products in the western part of Freetown. The third case firm, "C", was also founded 

in 2014, and has become one of the most recognized small-scale fishing firms in the eastern part 

of Freetown. At the time of the interview, firm C employed six individuals. The fourth case firm, 

"D", was founded in 2018. Firm D's business model is based on indigenous agricultural food 

products that target a demographic market of infant children, pregnant women, and lactating 

mothers. At the time of interview, firm D employed eight individuals. The fifth case firm, 

SLFINTECH, was founded in 2016 as part of the 2017-2020 National Strategy for Financial 

Inclusion. SLFINTECH acts as an independent association responsible for supporting and 

developing Sierra Leone’s local Fintech ecosystem. It also runs an annual Fintech Challenge. At 

the time of the interview, SLFINTECH employed eight individuals and operates jointly with the 

Bank of Sierra Leone and the United Nation Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) to encourage 

financing solutions among small businesses.  

 

4.2 Data collection  

Following (Lee and Lee, 1999) and (Patton, 2002), we collect raw data through semi-

structured interviews on the basis that it provides an holistic overview and allows us to obtain 
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insightful and real-time accounts. Moreover, the flexibility of using the semi-structured interview 

approach is that it may reveal information that is considered important to interview participants 

but might not have originally been a pertinent idea to the interviewer (Eisenhardt, 1989; Lee and 

Lee, 1999). In summary, a total of 6 interviews were conducted across 5 firms (one at each micro 

firm and two at SLFINTECH).  

The interviews were conducted in English and carried out between February and March 

20209. The micro-firms' interviews were conducted through Skype, whereas the interviews with 

SLFINTECH were conducted through Zoom. Three of the interviews with the case micro-firms 

took place while the interviewees were at their respective private offices across Freetown, whereas 

the remaining case firm interview took place at the interviewee's home. Both interviews with 

SLFINTECH participants took place at the company head office at 192 Kandeh Drive, Off 

Wilkinson Road, Freetown. The interviews were audio-recorded and automatically transcribed. 

Table 1 below offers a summary of the cases, interviewees' positions, and gender. 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

Bearing in mind prior qualitative management research (Chetty, 1996; Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Lee and Lee 1999; Eisenhardt, 2020), we recognize that four case firms may provide sufficient 

data to analyze the role of Fintech services for entrepreneurs operating in the Sierra Leone BOP 

market.10 

Before each interview, we notified participants about our research focus. Like Lee and Lee 

(1999) and Eisenhardt (2020), the interviewer placed an emphasis on open discussion and the free 

flow of information. During the interview, participants were asked to reflect on the current state 

of Fintech services in Sierra Leone with the focus on perceived differences in comparison to 

traditional banking operations. Questions regarding FinTech and micro-firm adaptation were of a 

practical nature.11Finally, we asked both the firms and SLFINTECH several questions about value 

creation in the BOP market in an open-ended way to understand their perspective and experience.  

 

4.3 Data analysis       

 
9 Note that this is before many countries went into lockdown due to the COVID outbreak. 
10 Eisenhardt (1989) suggests a study of between 4 and 10 cases usually works well. 
11 The questions and interview themes list are available upon request. 
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To facilitate data analysis and make it more systematic, we use the NVIVO qualitative 

analysis software package. NVIVO is a software package for data management, coding, and 

retrieval. As this is primarily a qualitative study, we employ a "theoretical" thematic analysis 

approach to carefully examine our data based on two levels: (1) participants’ experience on how 

FinTech contributes to social change and value creation and (2) Fintech practicalities for both the 

entrepreneurs and SLFINTECH managers. A "theoretical" thematic analysis makes more sense 

for this study due to the absence of prior valid hypotheses in previous studies that tackle the issue 

of Fintech and product marketing strategies in BOP markets. Initially, we analyze and compare 

each participant's experience and contribution to search for meaning and pattern that aligns 

across our data based on Patton's methodology (2002). 

Subsequently, we identify as many viable potential themes or patterns as possible to retain an 

account of any possible linkage across each interviewee. After the data has been initially coded 

and gathered, we collect all the similar coded data to identify potential themes, to conceptualize a 

view of our research framework. Afterward, we embark on reviewing, defining, and naming 

themes to determine rigorously established themes appropriate for the research analysis.  

In summary, we employ a qualitatively rigorous approach to provide legitimacy to the 

collected data, where each interview question aligns significantly towards analyzing the role of 

Fintech for entrepreneurs operating in the Sierra Leone BOP market. As a result, we continue to 

compare our data to provide a concise, coherent, and non-repetitive account (Patton, 2002; Braun 

and Clarke, 2008; Eisenhardt, 2020), and to ensure our interpretation resonates with the data. Our 

findings are presented in the next section. 

 

5. Findings  

5.1 BOP Entrepreneurs’ access to Fintech services 

Our study interviewees acknowledge that there is increasing access to finance to run day-

to-day firm operations. Notably, while discussing how mobile money access has enhanced small 

business operations across Sierra Leone, the owner of firm B pointed out "today, [...] due to GT-

SIMPAY12, I do not have to go to the bank to collect or deposit money. Until now, I could spend at 

least 1 hour in a bank queue and an extra 15 - 20 minutes with the cashier before I can leave the 

 
12 GT-SIMPAY is the first-ever phone banking service introduced in Sierra Leone. Its Overlay platform does not 

require the internet for activation and operation. 
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bank". She stressed that "as a single mother with three children, it was not easy to look after them 

properly in the morning before sending them to school when I have to rush to the bank". However, 

she further noted that "…since I started using GT-SIMPAY two years ago, I have easy access to 

my finance ...…. [So], to me as a mother and businesswoman, this is a big benefit".  

Reinforcing firm B interviewee’s opinion, the owner of firm A pointed out that "... we are 

dealing with client's money – most of the times, we used our clients' money when traveling to China 

to buy raw materials. [The opportunity for us] to have GT-SIMPAY that we can use in China 

without having to travel with a bag of money is a big plus to our business operation… with my 

mobile money card, I can deposit and withdraw money into my bank account, and also I can 

transfer money".  

The owner of firm C further emphasized that "the opportunity for us to use GT-SIMPAY 

and Orange Money cards in our business has changed the way we operate". Specifically, he points 

out that "… we do not need to go to the market frequently to collect owing from our customers, 

[as] the majority of our customers are utilizing these cards to transfer money into our business 

account". Furthermore, he noted that the integration of Fintech mobile money into their business 

operation has "…enable me to create an excellent relationship with the bank through the chain of 

trust since there is an easy flow of money between the bank and me".  

The firm D interviewee also cited that accessibility to Fintech mobile money cards 

continues to create a bond between some banks and small-scale entrepreneurs. The interviewee 

reiterated that "...some banks offer benefit [to entrepreneurs] …… For me, as an entrepreneur, 

who always need bank support, that brings me closer to the bank". Furthermore, when discussing 

the value of mobile money, he pointed out that, "[as] we sell a majority of our goods mainly to 

village consumers and NGOs operating in the villages, we do not need to visit the village often 

anymore to collect owing, [majority of]our customers are using Orange Money, because of its 

simplicity".  

 

5.2 Fintech and Theft Protection for BOP Entrepreneurs  

The firm D interviewee pointed out that "to date, I feared for my life when traveling to the 

villages to collect owing. Because three years ago, I lost 2 million Leones13 as our (public) bus 

 
13 Based on currency converter, OANDA, this is equivalent to US$203 (July 2, 2020) – or equivalent to half the 

average per capita GNP, 
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was attacked when traveling from Koidu Town [Kono]to Freetown". While public bus attacks are 

frequent in deprived rural areas across Sierra Leone, when discussing the impact of mobile money 

on street robbery, the firm B interviewee pointed out that "…there are not many street boys and 

thieves outside the banks anymore. Before, as soon as they see you leaving the bank with a bag, 

they will follow you […] I was a victim of street robbery twice at Siaka Steven Street, [Freetown, 

Sierra Leone]". Nevertheless, "today I do not need to worry about a robbery or how much money 

I have to withdraw from my account".  

Similarly, the firm A interviewee added, "before mobile money; the unknown was a big 

issue for us – as we are dealing with client's monies. So, every time we had to come to the bank to 

withdraw money, we feared street robbers …... Some entrepreneurs sometimes brought with them 

minders to dispel street boys that are always standing outside the banks". Firm C interviewee 

acknowledges that "the introduction of mobile money has had an impact on why street robbery is 

so rare today […] it has revolutionized banks service delivery to us and the general public… 

consequently, reduce the fear we were facing when withdrawing money from the bank".       

In terms of social change and value creation in Sierra Leone, one manager at SLFINTECH 

acknowledged "…most businesses are benefiting [from the integration of mobile money into their 

businesses], and the general public is gradually adopting electronic channels of payment". 

Specifically, he pointed out that "with mobile money, we have less cash, less crime […] and a 

recent survey we carried out with the Bank of Sierra Leone shows that 8 out of 10 small scale 

entrepreneurs across Freetown have less cash at hand for day-to-day business operation 

compared to 6 years ago". The reason for this is that "mobile money is simple and offers 

entrepreneurs more flexibility to move money around easily".  

Another SLFINTECH manager also acknowledged the benefits of mobile money in Sierra 

Leone. He elaborated, "since the government launched mobile money in 2015, there has been a 

huge impact of social change...... With the establishment of our association and the commitment 

from the Bank of Sierra Leone and partners organizations, we continue to facilitate, support, and 

provide clarity on mobile money services to small scale entrepreneurs, young Fintech innovators, 

and mobile agents across the country". For example, together with the Bank of Sierra Leone and 

the UN Capital Development Fund (UNCDF), "we continue to organize the Fintech challenge to 

render opportunity, increase awareness of mobile money, and give financial inclusion to all Sierra 

Leoneans". The manager further added that what is more appealing with mobile financial services 
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in Sierra Leone is "we have one of the cheapest and affordable mobile money charge legislation 

in the Manor River Union".  

 

5.3 Public awareness of Fintech, Potential for Skills Development and Practicalities 

When discussing public awareness of Fintech products, specifically mobile money usage, the 

firm D interviewee recognized, "…with the increasing access to high-end phones, Sierra Leoneans 

are seeking ways to integrate mobile money into their daily lives. […] to pay for electricity bills, 

water rates, and other household bills". In addition to increasing general public awareness, the 

firm D interviewee added "… some of our customers in the villages are continuously seeking ways 

to learn how to use mobile money. We have some customers in the villages asking us to teach them 

how to use their smartphones for money transfer".  

The firm C interviewee also recognized the increasing public awareness of mobile money 

usage in Freetown. Specifically, he pointed out that "… today, our customers are more efficient 

with the use of mobile money, and even those who do not have a bank account are eager to open 

a bank account and learn how to do simply money transfer". He added "I sometimes even stand as 

a bank guarantor for some of my customers. The reason for this is because most fishmongers come 

to the market at 08:00 am and leave at 19:00, thus, [some fishmongers] have little time to visit the 

bank to deposit money into their deposit account for money transfer".  

The firm B interviewee also expressed similar sentiments towards the increasing public 

awareness of mobile money. In this regard, the interviewee indicated that "… there has been a 

definite increase in Fintech products through the chain of mobile money in Sierra Leone, and 

Sierra Leoneans are embracing mobile money across all corners of the country". Also, he 

emphasized that "not only is the simplicity of mobile money key to the increasing public awareness, 

but also the rise of mobile phone usage among entrepreneurs and the low-income population is 

prominent".  

Although Fintech in Sierra Leone is gaining more acceptance by the BOP population, certain 

practical difficulties present challenges for the Fintech sector to realize its full potential. One of 

the concerns expressed by our interviewees was regarding the traditional banks that are active in 

Fintech making alliances with mobile phone firms, whose sim card is used for payment. In some 

cases, the charges by some of the Fintech apps can be relatively high. Specifically, while drawing 

attention to the contrasting mobile money charges across banks, the firm D interviewee stressed 
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that "…over the past three years, the high charges in some banks pose challenges …… The 

government can tell you that it is significantly cheap, yet still, I am charged every time I made a 

transaction using mobile money". Other interviewees offered similar views, where they 

acknowledged increased financial inclusion but recognize that usage charges could still be further 

reduced. However, the situation has improved compared to previously when the only option was 

to use the traditional banks. This proved to be very restrictive to the BOP population segment and 

micro-entrepreneurs. The following figure 1 summarizes the key findings of this study. 

 

Insert figure 1 here 

 

6. Discussion and Implications 

We undertake an exploratory multi-case study to analyze how Fintech has affected BOP 

entrepreneurs in Sierra Leone. Our findings suggest that the rise of Fintech has been very positive 

for BOP entrepreneurs as it offers convenience and access to financial services. Our findings 

support the existing literature (Kemuma et al., 2015; Baumüller, 2018; Thakor, 2020; Coffie et al., 

2020) that Fintech applications such as mobile money have resulted in an ease of transactions and 

increased business for BOP entrepreneurs. Our interviewees reveal a specific BOP concern 

regarding safety. Cash handling can be difficult and risky for individuals in a BOP context. This 

includes challenges for entrepreneurs seeking access to banking services, as well as robbery and 

petty theft (Khiaonarong and Humphrey, 2019; Makina, 2019). Additionally, we contribute to 

literature on Fintech services and traditional banks by revealing that high charges in some banks 

pose challenges for Fintech inclusion and growth (Frost, 2020). This contribution is vital in post-

war BOP economies like Sierra Leone since it demonstrates that regulatory factors can provide 

sustainable and better Fintech services to people (Arner et al., 2020; Frost, 2020). 

All BOP entrepreneurs we interviewed stress that the rise of Fintech has resulted in less crime 

and robberies. It is interesting to observe that social value creation by Fintech for BOP 

entrepreneurs is visible in all interviews, along with social value creation by BOP entrepreneurs 

themselves. Hence, this paper supports previous findings where social value creation by BOP 

entrepreneurs has been highlighted as they provide vital products and services, in addition to the 

agricultural sector (Rahman et al., 2016, 2019; Heuer et al., 2020).  
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Increased awareness of Fintech also emerges as an important issue, which contributes to social 

value creation. BOP entrepreneurs often must work longer hours (Sarkar, 2018). This means 

entrepreneurs do not have enough time to stand in bank queues to deposit cash or pay utility bills, 

resulting in time wasted and lost opportunities. The rise of Fintech in Sierra Leone has significantly 

contributed to time savings for entrepreneurs. It is evident from the interviews that both BOP 

entrepreneurs and their customers have benefited from FinTech. Both parties are keen to learn new 

ways of using mobile phones and related Fintech apps, which increases self-esteem and trust in 

financial services. Our finding also contributed to the extant literature on greater potential in 

countries with high smartphone market penetration (Arner et al., 2020) by revealing the importance 

of increasing access to high-end phones in Sierra Leone. Such a contribution, as we explored, helps 

BOP entrepreneurs by providing transactional security, convenience, and reducing physical cash 

robberies. 

Our findings offer both theoretical, managerial, and policy implications. From a theoretical 

perspective, our study highlights the importance of context-specific theorization when analyzing 

BOP entrepreneurship and Fintech. For example, in some other setting, the possibility of safety 

from a street robbery may not appear to be part of social value creation by a technological 

development like Fintech. However, in a country like Sierra Leone, which has experienced both a 

civil war and Ebola outbreak, insecurity has been one of the biggest concerns expressed by BOP 

individuals. Hence, scholars need to incorporate contextual elements of risk, uncertainty, and 

volatility while theorizing on Fintech's application in BOP contexts. A key managerial implication 

relates to micro-firm entrepreneurs and information specific benefits. Fintech offers entrepreneurs 

the possibility to be in regular contact with customers and evaluate their purchasing patterns as 

well as emergent needs. Also, in a volatile context like Sierra Leone, Fintech offers BOP 

entrepreneurs a possibility to further develop technical skills. For example, apps learning can be 

used as a base for further skills development, where individuals can use similar information 

services for streamlining their supply chains and coordination with (informal) entrepreneurial 

network members. From a policy perspective, our study highlights the importance of regulating 

Fintech charges so that the affordability is increased, which would result in significantly more 

BOP entrepreneurs using these services. This will also be useful for the government, as well from 

a taxation point of view. At the same time, Fintech firms need to think about long term strategies 

such as market base expansion in the BOP sector. If policymakers offer appropriate incentives, 
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this will encourage more competition in the domestic Fintech sector, lowering Fintech market 

entry barriers, resulting in more affordable and more utilized Fintech services.   

Our paper does have a couple of limitations. One limitation relates to data collection 

(interviews) from entrepreneurs located only in the capital city, Freetown. It is quite likely that 

BOP entrepreneurs in other cities or rural locations (especially in sectors like smaller trading or 

agriculture) could have certain differences compared to Freetown entrepreneurs. Hence, future 

studies could undertake an in-depth study of micro enterprises' entrepreneurs in a specific sector 

like agriculture. Such a study would further enhance our theoretical and practical understanding 

and contribute to an important yet under-researched area of the urban-rural divide in BOP 

entrepreneurship dynamics.  

Finally, our findings reveal that BOP consumers are keen to learn more about Fintech and other 

mobile applications from BOP entrepreneurs. This learning exchange between buyer and seller is 

an under-researched topic, and future studies should explore it in different empirical contexts.   
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Table 1: Case firms and Interviewees 

 

Firms Industry Firm Age 

(Years) 

No. of  

employees 

Interviewee Gender 

A Manufacturing 5 6 Owner Female  

B Cosmetics 6 2 Owner Male  

C Fishing 5 5 Owner Male 

D Agriculture 8 8 Owner Male 

SLFINTECH Industry Body 4 8 2 managerial 

representatives 

Both male 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Summary of the Study Findings 

 

 


