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This household survey to test demand for mobile payment services was conducted between 
January and March 2013, Covering over 2000 households across Sri Lanka. All districts were 
sampled except Mullaitivu in the Northern Province. Households were used as the primary 
unit, with the head of the household (primary income earner) as the respondent on behalf of 
the household. The only limiting criterion was that the respondent owned and used a mobile 
phone. Face-to-face interviews were conducted using a structured questionnaire to solicit 
information across a range of issues related to demographic context, mobile phone usage, 
bank access and preference, and mobile money demand. 

Of the 2,040 respondents, 73.2 percent were from rural areas, with a broad range of 
representation across household income and expenditure levels, the average being in the 
$160 to $280 per month range. A majority of respondents (40.3 percent) were between 15 
to 30 years of age. While this skewed the survey data slightly towards the younger end of the 
population, it was helpful in capturing demand trends for technology and service offerings. 
Full-time employment (69.1 percent) was the main source of income for the majority of 
respondents.   

Basic requirements of food, shelter, and education comprised over 50 percent of average 
monthly expenditure in a Sri Lankan household. Average mobile phone costs ($9.61) were 
almost identical to average utilities expenditure ($9.67), and when taken cumulatively, 
telecommunications expenditure (fixed line + mobile phone bills) was the fourth largest item of 
average monthly household expenditure (6.1 percent). 

The majority, a remarkable 94.7 percent, owned only one mobile phone, and less than one 
percent had more than two phones, most of these phones (86.9 percent) being feature 
phones.1 There are, apparently, far less multiple phone account users in Sri Lanka than is 
usually the case in rapidly growing emerging economies. This could indicate a high penetration 
of cell phones in Sri Lanka in terms of number of people owning them. 

Surprisingly, the survey showed higher ownership of smartphones among rural respondents. In 
part, this can be explained by the creeping urbanization of previously rural areas, but a second 
contributing factor could be rapid uptake due to the corresponding fall in mobile phone prices; 
cheaper smartphones are increasingly becoming the first phone that people purchase. This 
statistic is a likely indicator of leapfrogging over older devices in Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, the 
survey confirms that Sri Lanka is still a feature phone market with 86.9 percent owning feature 
phones, compared to 13.1 percent owning smartphones. 

1  A feature phone is a cell phone that contains a fixed set of functions beyond voice calling and text messaging, but is not 
as extensive as a smartphone. For example, feature phones may offer web browsing and e-mail, but they generally cannot 
download apps from an online marketplace. See PCMag.com, http://www.pcmag.com/encyclopedia/term/62894/feature-
phone

Executive Summary
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Over-the-air top up of mobile credit is pervasive and popular with 70.8 percent of respondents, 
who were already using it, while more than 15 percent of respondents shared electronic phone 
credits with friends and peers. This illustrates that people are quite familiar with mobile transfer 
of credits. Particularly noteworthy was the gap between demand and use in mobile banking, 
remittance and payments services. While less than three percent of respondents used mobile 
banking or mobile payment services, the stated demand, prevalent across all demographics 
and localities, suggests an opportunity for such services to be successfully offered. A higher 
percentage of respondents from lower income groups used mobile phones for remittances 
rather than for banking or payments. One reason may be that simple technologies such as 
short message service (SMS) are more easily and rapidly accepted by consumers and can 
be used as an entry to higher value services, such as mobile banking or mobile payments 
platforms. 

Bank account ownership is relatively high; 88.2 percent of respondents owned bank accounts 
and this included 80 percent of the lower income group. The survey supported the picture 
that Sri Lanka is a relatively well-banked society, but figures showed that 20 percent of the 
least developed communities were still without bank accounts, and that most bank accounts 
were used only once a month or less. This suggests that while having a safe place to keep 
funds is important, banks are not widely used for purchase transactions or to facilitate flow of 
funds, indicating a gap in the market. While more than 88 percent of respondents had bank 
accounts, only 16.8 percent owned debit cards and 4.1 percent owned credit cards. Debit and 
credit cards were mainly used to withdraw money; followed by shopping. This represents a 
substitution opportunity for mobile payments solutions – as long as they provide greater speed 
and convenience, and are cheaper or priced around the same. 

Awareness of mobile money services in Sri Lanka is ostensibly strong with 63.8 percent of 
respondents having heard of it. But only 2.1 percent were aware that they were actually using 
mobile money services. The top services used were eZ Cash (40.5 percent), eChanneling (33.3 
percent), and eZ Pay (28.6 percent).2 Overall, key services for which people wanted to use 
mobile money services were: utilities payments (54.2 percent), remittances (33 percent), retail 
payments (30.9 percent), person-to-person fund transfers (21.4 percent), and phone bills (11.5 
percent). For those already using some mobile payment services, demand preferences differed: 
remittances (61.5 percent), utilities payments (46.2 percent), retail payments (30.8 percent), 
phone bills (23.1 percent) and person-to-person transfers (15.4 percent). The key drivers of 
mobile money adoption were: ease of use (59.1 percent), security (44.6 percent), awareness 
and relevance (32.9 percent), and accessibility (16 percent), while the key inhibitors included a 
perceived lack of need (68.6 percent), non-awareness (55.5 percent), lack of trust (16 percent), 
difficulty of use (12.9 percent), availability (11.3 percent), and affordability (11.2 percent).

What emerged quite clearly was that the demand for mobile money services exists, it is 
potentially already quite strong, and there appears to be a ready and willing market that can 
be pursued. The challenge for mobile money players is to translate this awareness into use. 
The immediate question: if the demand exists and various players are already in the market, 
what is stopping adoption and why are those who want to use mobile money services not 
using them?  

2  Since respondents could select multiple options the sum is more than 100 percent.
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Survey Respondents
The survey covered 2,040 households. The household was used as the primary unit, 
the only consideration being that the respondent owned and used a mobile phone. 
Survey respondents were sourced from all administrative districts across Sri Lanka except 
Mullaitivu in the Northern Province. The survey took place between January and March 
2013 with face-to-face interviews carried out using a structured questionnaire to lead 
respondents through issues related to demographic context, mobile phone use, bank 
access and preference, and mobile money demand.

The 2012 census was used as the sampling frame for the survey and respondents were 
selected according to district proportions of the population. Because the rural sample 
was over represented by comparison, it was weighted back to be in line with the actual 
population figures (table 1). 

Section One: 
Survey Demographics and Key Features

Table 1: Population Surveyed From Each District with Urban/Rural Split

Province District District Sample Urban Sample Rural Sample

Western Colombo 236 157 79

Gampaha 230 50 180

Kalutara 122 22 100

Provincial Total 588 229 359

Central Kandy 140 38 102

Nuwara Eliya 72 11 61

Matale 48 7 41

Provincial Total 260 56 204

Southern Galle 105 29 76

Matara 87 20 67

Hambantota 73 11 62

Provincial Total 265 60 205

North Central Anuradhapura 81 11 70

Polonnaruwa 39 0 39

Provincial Total 120 11 109
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Province District District Sample Urban Sample Rural Sample

Sabaragamuwa Ratnapura 112 22 90

Kegalle 72 15 57

Provincial Total 184 37 147

Uva Badulla 81 11 70

Moneragala 53 0 53

Provincial Total 134 11 123

North Western Kurunegala 155 15 140

Puttalam 76 15 61

Provincial Total 231 30 201

Eastern Ampara 69 30 39

Trincomalee 40 11 29

Batticaloa 51 20 31

Provincial Total 160 61 99

Northern Jaffna 58 37 21

Mannar 10 9 1

Kilinochchi 15 0 15

Vavuniya 15 6 9

Provincial Total 98 52 46

Total 2040 547 1493
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Socioeconomic Classification
The standard socioeconomic classification (SEC) system based on occupation and 
education levels of respondents was used to identify differences across income and 
expenditure and education levels for this survey. The key characteristics of the five levels 
are summarized in table 2. 

Table 2: Socioeconomic Classification System

Socioeconomic class Type of respondents

SEC A upper level

SEC A lower level

•	 Degree	or	professional	level	education	at		admin	or	managerial	level		
•	 Professionals	such	as	doctors,	lawyers,	architects,	accountants
•	 Business	owners	(>9	employees)	with	O-level	or	A-level	or	degree	

•	 O-level	or	A-level	at	admin	or	managerial	level		
•	 Business	owners	(1-9	employees)	with	O-level	or	A-level	
•	 Business	owner	(>9	employees)	with	grade	6–9	education

SEC B •	 Grade	5-9	education	at	admin	or	managerial	level		
•	 Clerks	with	O-level	or	A-level	or	degree	
•	 Trading,	either	retail	or	wholesale,	with	degree	
•	 Skilled	experienced	employees	with	degree	
•	 Service	sector		(military,	nurses,	teachers,	etc.)	with	degree	
•	 Self-employed	with	O-level	or	A-level	or	degree	
•	 Business	owner	(1-9	employees)	with	grade	5–9	education	
•	 Business	owner	(>9	employees)	with	<grade	5	education

SEC C •	 Trained	laborers		with	O-level	or	A-level	
•	 Trading,	either	retail	or	wholesale	with	O-level	or	A-level
•	 Skilled	experienced	employees	with	O-level	or	A-level
•	 Clerks	with	grade	6–9	education	
•	 Service	sector		(military,	nurses,	teachers,	etc.)	with	O-level	or	A-level
•	 Self-employed	with	grade	6–9	education	
•	 Business	owner	(1-9	employees),	illiterate

SEC D •	 Engaged	in	farming/agriculture	with	O-level	or	A-level	
•	 Trained	labourer		with	grade	6–9	education	
•	 Untrained	labourer		with	O-level	or	A-level
•	 Trading,	either	retail	or	wholesale	with	grade	6–9	education	
•	 Skilled	experienced	employees	with	grade	6–9	education	
•	 Skilled	inexperienced	employees	with	O-level	or	A-level	
•	 Clerks,	education	level	<grade	5	
•	 Service	sector		(military,	nurses,	teachers,	etc.)	with	grade	6–9	education	
•	 Self-employed	with	education	level	up	to	grade	5
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In the survey, 43.7 percent of respondents were within SEC C. The lower the 
socioeconomic class, the greater the proportion of rural population (table 3). Of the 
2,040 respondents, 73.2 percent were from rural areas.

There was a fairly wide range when it came to household income. The majority of 
respondents from SEC A, B, and C had average monthly incomes of $160 to $280, 
although they were noticeably more grouped together in lower class categories. A 
majority of the SEC D respondents fell into the $160 to $280 income category, but more 
heavily weighted to the lower end of the income table. This aligned with expenses for 
this group being in the $80 to $160 bracket. The majority of respondents from SEC E 
had incomes within the $80 to $160 range. 

The majority of respondents lived in families of four to six persons, with an average 
monthly income and expense range of $160 to $280. The main source of income was 
full-time employment (69.1 percent), and the father/husband was usually in charge of 
expenditure decisions. Figure 1 provides summary representations of the key average 
characteristics of the household survey. 

Table 3: SEC Groups and Survey Representation

Frequency  Split (percent)

Number Percent Urban Rural

A 232 11.4 38 62

B 386 18.9 29 71

C 891 43.7 30 70

D 348 17.0 17 83

E 183 9.0 10 90

Total 2040 100 100 100

Socioeconomic class Type of respondents

SEC E •	 Engaged	in	farming	/agriculture	with	<grade	9	education	
•	 Trained	labourer	with	<grade	5	education
•	 Untrained	labourer	with	<grade	9	education	
•	 Trading,	either	retail	or	wholesale,	with	<grade	5	education	
•	 	Skilled	experienced	employees	with	<grade	5	education	
•	 Skilled	inexperienced	employees	with	<grade	9	education	
•	 Service	sector		(military,	nurses,	teachers,	etc.)	with	<grade	5	education	
•	 Self-employed,	illiterate

Source: Peppercube Consultants; Department of Census and Statistics, Ministry of Finance and Planning
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Figure 1: Key Characteristics of Respondents
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Demand Characteristics
Essential items such as food and groceries or rent/mortgage payments were the biggest 
items of household expenditure (figure 2). Not surprisingly, the basic requirements of 
food, shelter, and education occupied the top three places and by themselves comprised 
over 50 percent of average monthly spend for the household.3 Telecom expenditure 
cumulatively (fixed line + mobile bills) was fourth in terms of overall average monthly 
spend, with the mobile component being more than half of this. This represented 6.1 
percent of average monthly spend of the household. 

Figure 2: Monthly Average Household Expenditure 

Interestingly, average mobile phone costs were almost identical to average utilities 
expenditure, giving a strong indicator as to how mobile bills are viewed by the average 
Sri Lankan. This is likely to change as discretionary spending on and for the mobile 
(entertainment, apps) comes into vogue, as it has elsewhere. This will probably cause 
a far greater divergence across socioeconomic groups and between urban and rural 
populations. Utilities expenditure for rural Sri Lankans ranged between $1.2 to $4 per 
month, compared to $4 to $8 for urban dwellers. For mobile phone bills, the average 
amount spent was $10.40 in rural areas and $11.2 in urban areas. There were no 
notable differences on the amounts spent on mobile phone bills across gender. When 
separated by those with and those without bank accounts, the average monthly spend 
on mobile phone bills was $0.01 to 4 and $8 to 12, respectively. 

3 Interestingly, for a population not known to be ‘savings-oriented’, the amount put aside each month for savings, 
according to survey respondents, was $19.65. This would fourth on this list after food, shelter, and education, and 
significantly ahead of such discretionary spending items as beverages, entertainment, and health care.
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Table 4: Mobile Spend Across Socioeconomic Class (Percentage)

Mobile Phone Spend ($) A B C D E

0.40 – 8.00 50.8 58.9 60.7 69 77

8.00 – 16.00 19.4 21.1 20 12.4 7.1

16.00 – 24.00 11.2 6.5 6.4 5.5 3.9

24.00 – 32.00 5.1 2.3 2.5 2.3 0.5

32.00 – 40.00 3 1.6 1.2 0.5 0

40.00 – 48.00 0.9 0.3 0.4 0 0

48.00 – 56.00 0.9 0 0.2 0 0

56.00 – 64.00 0.5 1 0.1 0 0

No response 8.2 8.3 8.5 10.3 11.5
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Table 5: Mobile Phone Penetration Rate (Percentage)

Banked Without bank accounts Urban Rural

Smartphone 12 2 4 8

Feature phone 76 10 23 65

Total 88 12 27 73

Section Two: 
Mobile Access, Use and Preferences

Penetration Rates
Across the country, 94.7 percent of respondents owned one mobile phone, while 
less than one percent had more than two phones. The majority (86.9 percent) were 
feature phone users (table 5). This indicates that there is far less dual subscriber identity 
module (SIM) card use than is usually the case in rapidly growing emerging economies. 
It also shows that the penetration rate for mobile phones in Sri Lanka is indeed rapidly 
approaching basic universal coverage. 

Use and Preference
Average top-up frequency across survey respondents was once a week (approximately 
35 percent); some 7.5 percent of respondents claimed to top up every day (table 6). 
However, this is where stated demand, intent, and practice can often be shown to 
diverge. Survey respondents claimed to be spending $9.61 per month on average, about 
the same as their average utility bill. Yet, when asked what their spend per carrier was, 
it averaged at $5.95 per month. This is significantly lower than what they perceived 
themselves to be spending on monthly mobile bills. 

The average amount spent on top-up was in the $0.41 to $0.80 per month range (47.3 
percent). But top-up frequency and  amounts combined suggest that Sri Lankans spend 
$5.12 per month.4 The issues were of perception and willingness to spend as much as 
they are about actual spend figures. The conclusion here is that there is an apparent 
willingness to spend beyond what consumers currently spend which can be targeted. 

4 Overall, average revenue per user (ARPU) for the industry in Sri Lanka is currently pegged at  
below $2.4-3.2 per month.



12  |  Household Survey Report

Scratch cards were the most popular form of top-ups (figure 3), both on an overall basis 
and when segmented across socioeconomic classes, the urban-rural divide, age, family 
income, and gender. However, the survey results suggest that over-the-air (OTA) top-up 
use is rising rapidly with about 70 percent of survey respondents saying they were using 
OTA top-ups. The high use of electronic reload of credits demonstrated that people were 
quite familiar with mobile transfer of credits. 

Figure 3: Top-up Methods Used

Several important points can be surmised here: 

(i) Familiarity with mobile money already exists quite widely – whether people are 
aware that they are transacting mobile money or not. 

(ii) Rapidly growing awareness about mobile money and its wide uses could well see 
a dramatic growth in its use. With more than two percent of respondents already 
using OTA top-ups to share credits (primarily with friends and peers), a demand for 
m-transfers could already be emerging.

(iii) Given the significant level of physical scratch cards still in the market, mobile carriers 
have potential to reduce costs by shifting the market to OTA top-ups. 

Table 6: Frequency of Top-up (Percent)

Daily 8.2

2 to 3 times per week 35.6

Once a week 39.1
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Once a month 5.4
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Table 75: Mobile Phone Use and Aspiration across Socioeconomic Class (Percentage)

 Socioeconomic Class

A B C D E

Make calls Current use 100 100 100 100 100

Want to use 100 100 100 100 100

Text messages Current use 63.3 61.1 61 53.1 50.2

Want to use 68 63 65 55 55

Entertainment Current use 27.5 21.2 19.3 18.3 19.1

Want to use 26 27 20 21 15

Social Media Current use 13.7 9 7.5 4.8 4.3

Want to use 15 16 13 12 9

Mobile banking 
services

Current use 2.1 2.3 1.7 1.1

Want to use 13 10 8 7 5

Remittance Current use 0.6 3.6 3.4 2.8 1.6

Want to use 18 13 12 14 14

Make payment Current use 1.3 3.4 1.9 0.9 0

Want to use 11 9 7 8 8

A desire to use mobiles to access social media and entertainment was expressed by over 
10 percent of respondents, regardless of their socioeconomic position (table 7). There 
was also a significant gap between actual use and wanting to use mobiles for banking, 
remittances, and payments services. This was mostly true across all demographic groups, 
suggesting a strong and, as yet, unmet demand for these services. 

Table 75: Mobile Phone Use and Aspiration across Socioeconomic Class (Percentage)

Mobile Spend
Less than 3 percent of survey respondents used m-banking or m-payment services, but 
none were from the lower socioeconomic groups. The survey indicated a greater use of 
mobiles for remittances (3.5 percent) than for mobile banking services (1.7 percent). Not 
surprisingly, the demand was greater across lower segments. When people were asked 
what they wanted to use their mobile for, the demand for remittance services was 60 
percent higher than for mobile banking services. Money received through remittances, 
either domestically or internationally, is mostly (52.7 percent) for personal or emergency 
needs. Here, timely transfers of money were stated as important, suggesting that mobile 
remittances will likely be preferred over other, more time consuming, methods.

5  Respondents could choose multiple answers; percentages thus total to more than 100.
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Bank User Profiles
Of the 2040 households interviewed, 88.2 percent had bank accounts. Around 94 
percent of the top socioeconomic bracket had bank accounts, and even 80 percent in 
the SEC E bracket banked (table 8). The higher the income class, the higher the bank 
penetration rates. This is fairly consistent with what earlier literature tells us about bank 
account ownership across income lines, although penetration rates in Sri Lanka are 
higher than what would normally be expected. This reinforces the point that Sri Lanka is 
comparatively well banked. These numbers are skewed somewhat because of Samurdhi 
accounts6  which are operated by 14.1 percent of respondents, most of them in rural-
based lower socioeconomic segments. Around 20 percent of the least developed bracket 
(SEC E) was still without bank accounts. 

Interestingly, bank account penetration was higher in rural areas than urban, with 
89 percent of the rural population and 87 percent of the urban population banked. 
When segmented by household income, bank account ownership results became more 
pronounced (table 9). While almost 40 percent of those without bank accounts lived on 
household incomes of less than $160 per month, only 4.6 percent lived on household 
incomes of less than $80 per month. This suggests that lack of funds may not be the 
only constraint to not having a bank account and indicates demand that is latent or 
unrecognized. 

6 The Samurdhi Programme is an income transfer programme targeting low-income households to alleviate poverty 
and is overseen by the Samurdhi Authority of Sri Lanka. Part of the Samurdhi Programme is a Savings and Credit 
Programme where low income households can deposit their savings and take out micro loans to fund micro 
ventures.

Section Three: 
Banking Access, Use and Demand

Table 8: Bank Account Possession across Socioeconomic Class (Percentage)

A B C D E Total

Banked 94 89 88 87 80 88

Without bank accounts 6 11 12 13 20 12

Table 9: Bank Account Possession across Household Income (Percentage)

<10,000
10,001-
20,000

20,001-
35,000

35,001-
50,000

50,001-
75,000

Total

Banked 72 percent 81 percent 89 percent 93 percent 93 percent 88

Without bank accounts 28 percent 19 percent 11 percent 7 percent 7 percent 12
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Table 10: Frequency of Account Services Usage (Percentage) 7

Daily Weekly Bi-weekly Monthly
Less than 
monthly

Savings 0.3 1 2.4 52.3 39.6

Withdrawals 0.1 3.8 10.9 40 39.4

ATM card use 2.8 18 27.3 33.3 15.4

Pawning 0 0.5 0.9 4.5 88.9

Debit card use 1.7 14 28.5 39.6 13.6

Funds Transfer 5.6 5.1 6.6 36.7 38.8

Remittances 1.6 8.4 4.7 47.1 26.2

Unbanked or Under banked? 
Identifying those without a bank account is relatively straightforward. They are a 
comparatively small (but not negligible) group in Sri Lanka. But how active are the bank 
accounts that exist? And how well are they fulfilling the demands of a rapidly growing 
society? 

Bank accounts are predominantly used for savings, particularly outside of the top 
socioeconomic groups. Savings, withdrawals, and gold loans are key uses of bank 
accounts in Sri Lanka and, to a lesser extent, fund transfers and remittances. But 
most accounts were used only once a month or less for these activities (table 10). This 
suggests having a safe place to keep funds is important, but it also suggests that banks 
are not used for purchase transactions or to facilitate the flow of funds. 

Table 10: Frequency of Account Services Usage (Percentage)7 

Banking Services Used
A savings account is the strongly preferred account type for the banked with 93.9 
percent of those surveyed stating they had one, while only 1.3 percent and 4.2 percent 
respectively said they had a current account or both savings and current accounts. 
Savings deposits and withdrawals were operated across all socioeconomic classes (table 
11). Using ATM cards came next for those belonging to SEC A, B, and C while for SEC D 
and E it was gold loans.

7 Note: numbers do not add to 100 percent as there were respondents in each case who could “not say” exactly 
what their frequency of use was. This was typically three to five percent of the valid sample size. 
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Table 118: Type of Transactions across SEC Segment (Percentage)

Card Penetration
While over 88 percent of households interviewed had bank accounts, only a small 
proportion owned debit and credit cards; 16.8 percent and 4.1 percent respectively. 
Debit and credit cards were mainly used to withdraw money, followed by shopping bill 
payments (table 12). This represents a primary substitution target for mobile payments 
solutions. With greater speed and convenience, and either cheaper or comparable 
pricing, mobile transactions can easily enter this space. Strangely, when listing reasons 
for not using cards, 15.5 percent said they “did not understand how to use” credit 
cards, but only 1.7 percent said the same for debit cards, suggesting that mere 
awareness and understanding are very different. 

8  Respondents could choose multiple answers; percentages thus total more than 100.

Table 11 : Type of Transactions across SEC Segment (Percentage) 8

A B C D E Total

Savings 97 96 97 97 98 97

Withdrawals 84 79 80 85 82 81

ATM card use 36 28 30 22 12 28

Pawning 12 24 25 30 29 25

Debit card use 19 15 14 8 5 13

Funds transfer 7 14 10 11 12 11

Remittances 4 12 10 13 16 11

Salary account 16 12 9 5 1 9

Bill payment – Over The Counter 13 9 6 10 5 8

Loan application 5 10 6 7 5 7

Credit card use 8 4 4 2 1 4

Depositing cheques 6 5 2 4 1 3

Fixed/Recurrent Deposits 3 4 4 4 2 3

Issuing cheques 5 4 3 2 3
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Table 12: Purpose for Using Debit Card by SEC (Percentage)
SEC

Total
A B C D E

Withdraw and use cash 12.6 12.8 33.0 6.8 1.9 67.2

Shopping bill payments 5.8 4.3 10.5 1.3 0.6 22.4

Utility bill payments – Over The Counter 2.4 1.5 2.1 0.4 0 6.4

Paying for vehicle fuel 1.3 0.6 1.5 0 0.2 3.6

Other  0 0 0.2 0 0 0.2

Table 13: Account with Financial Institution other than Bank (Percent)
SEC

A B C D E Total (n)

Yes 0.6 1.2 1.9 1.2 0.3 108

No 10.8 17.7 41.8 15.8 8.6 1932

Total 11.4 18.9 43.7 17.1 9.0 2040

Sri Lanka is a relatively well banked society in terms of basic access, but it is not clear 
whether this translates to well-banked in use. Moreover, the limitations of savings 
accounts are quite clear to those using them: 

 – They require time and effort to access and manage funds 

– Charges are incurred

– Limitations on what can be done with funds deposited, both in terms of earnings 
and further leverage. 

There is an interest in using NBFIs and alternative remittance mechanisms to facilitate 
business access, small loans, and quicker fund transfers (table 13). The question is 
whether this translates into demand for mobile money services, and the convenience of 
time and cost savings that come with it? 



18  |  Household Survey Report

There is already high awareness of mobile money services in Sri Lanka with 63.8 percent 
of respondents saying they had heard of such services and were aware of them. 
However, only 2.1 percent were aware that they were using any mobile money services. 
Around 70 percent were already engaged in electronic over-the-air top-up, 15 percent 
transferred funds from their phone to friends and family (remitting credit), and 3.1 
percent claimed they used their mobiles for remittances. These figures show that there 
was confusion around what mobile money was and whether people actually recognized 
that they were using it. 

Table 14 shows mobile money services that respondents were aware of. Only eZCash 
had 2.4 percent awareness, eChanneling had 0.2 percent, and international remittances 
had 0.1 percent. For the latter two, there were apparently more respondents using 
the services than were aware of them! Meanwhile, eZCash has undertaken one of 
the biggest advertising campaigns in recent Sri Lankan history with billboards, TV and 
newspaper advertisements, product placement, and promotions galore. 

Table 149: Awareness of Specific M-Money Services (Percent)

Person-to-Person fund transfers 71.3

Bill payments 63.9

Purchases 21.6

Banking 17.1

Air time top-up 15.5

Loan application 6.3

eZ Cash 2.4

eChanneling 0.2

Receive money from abroad 0.1

9  Respondents could choose multiple answers; percentages thus total to more than 100.

Section Four: 
Mobile Money Demand and Opportunity
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Table 1510 : Mobile Money Services Being Used (Percent)

A B C D E Total

eZ Cash (Dialog) 17.6 29.4 29.4 17.6 5.9 40.5

eChanneling 28.6 28.6 28.6 7.1 7.1 33.3

Bank’s m-banking service 23.1 15.4 38.5 23.1 0 30.9

eZ Pay (Dialog) 0 25 16.7 25 33.3 28.6

Electricity bill payments 12.5 12.5 62.5 0 12.5 19

Use of mobile money services
Only 2.4 percent of respondents said they were using mobile money services, most 
notably in Jaffna (to a runaway extent), but also in Galle and Polonnaruwa. Of these, the 
top services registered were e-Channeling and eZ Cash (table 15). Dialog was seen as 
one of the more preferred and trusted brands across the country irrespective of location, 
and yet Dialog’s mobile money initiatives, eZ Pay initially and eZ Cash subsequently, 
had not been nearly as pervasive or successful as anticipated. Across socioeconomic 
segments, eZ Cash was used mostly by those from SEC C and, to a lesser extent, by 
respondents from SEC E, while eZ Pay had a larger user base from SEC E. Some other 
characteristics: 

•	 eZ	Pay	had	a	greater	number	of	users	from	the	rural	population	

•	 eZ	Cash	had	a	slightly	greater	proportion	of	male	users	than	female	users,	unlike	eZ	
Pay which had equal representation of both sexes 

•	 The	use	of	the	services	was	slightly	higher	among	people	aged	21	to	26,	and	the	
same was true of eZ Pay users. 

The last point reflects the demographic most likely to immediately adopt such services. 

Table 1510: Mobile Money Services Being Used (Percent)

Demand Drivers
The drivers for mobile money according to the survey were ease of use, safe handling 
of money, and wide accessibility (table 16). In other words, convenience and security. 
Again, ‘awareness’ could be a significant driver of demand but probably translates to 
understanding and relevance (time and cost savings were identified by only 0.7 and 0.1 
percent of survey respondents). The mobile money services demanded by respondents 
that would drive adoption (table 17) are utility payments, remittances, retail payments, 
and phone bills. 

10  Respondents could choose multiple answers; percentages thus total to more than 100.
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Total (Percent)111

Table 1712: Demand for Different Type of M-Money Transactions (Percent)

Constraints on Demand
Low level of ‘awareness’, perceived lack of need, trustworthiness of the system, 
difficulties in using the system, and availability and affordability of services were the 
top issues cited by respondents preventing them from adopting or using mobile money 
services (table 18). With the possible exception of availability, these are all perception 
issues and thus subject to change with experience. Awareness, education and 
relevance can all be addressed through properly targeted introduction of mobile money 
technologies to the consumer, given the levels of identified demand.

11 Respondents could choose multiple answers; percentages thus total to more than 100.
12 Respondents could choose multiple answers; percentages thus total to more than 100.

Table 16: Mobile Money Drivers (n)

A B C D E Total ( percent)11 

Ease of use 144 251 517 199 86 59.1

Money security 108 188 379 149 81 44.6

Awareness of the service 70 123 307 115 52 32.9

Wide accessibility 26 62 136 58 43 16

Table 1712 : Demand for Different Type of M-Money Transactions (percent)

A B C D E Total

Pay utilities 64 55 53 53 45 54

Remittances 35 34 32 33 30 33

Other retail payments 34 29 31 31 29 31

Fund transfers 26 23 20 21 20 21

General payments 18 16 16 15 15 16

Phone bill (fixed line) 16 12 11 12 5 12

Government payments 7 9 8 15 13 10

Mobile bill 17 8 7 7 6 8

Pay TV 6 8 5 7 3 6

Public transport 7 6 5 4 5 5

Bank to Bank payments 5 6 4 5 2 5

Payroll 6 5 4 3 2 4

Microloan repayments 4 4 3 6 2 4
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Table 1813: Perceived Barriers to Mobile Money Services (Percent)

Remittances 
Using mobile phones as a remittance channel is the second highest ranked mobile 
money service that respondents want to see. This is true across all socioeconomic classes.

Table 19 summarizes the current use of remittance services among survey respondents. 
Approximately 40 percent of survey respondents received remittances via traditional 
channels such as money transfer agents (Western Union), banks, the post office, or 
through friends. Some 30 percent of respondents also sent remittances via traditional 
services. The lopsided nature – with more receiving than sending remittances – is not 
surprising, given that a lot of Sri Lankans work overseas, especially the Middle East. 

The use of mobile remittance services was low with only three to five percent using 
mobile remittance services to send or receive remittances. With at least 14 percent 
of survey respondents across all socioeconomic groups expressing a strong interest 
in wanting to use mobiles for remittances, there is an immediate space for growth 
in this area. The market can be expanded to capture the 30 to 40 percent of survey 
respondents who used traditional remittance channels. Sending and receiving 
remittances was more prevalent in rural areas when compared to urban areas.

13  Respondents could choose multiple items; percentages are of total number of responses to show relative 
‘attractiveness’ of option. Thus, 37.2 percent of SEC A respondents who answered the question saw ‘lack of 
need’ as a barrier; 30.7 percent of SEC A respondents who answered the question saw ‘awareness’ as a barrier to 
adoption, with some of SEC A respondents choosing both, but obviously not all.

Table 1813 : Perceived Barriers to Mobile Money Services (Percent)

A B C D E Total

Lack of need 37.2 39.5 38.8 36.3 36.4 68.6

Awareness 30.7 30.5 30.3 32.6 31.9 55.7

Trustworthiness 9.1 8.3 10.8 7.1 4.8 16

Difficult to use 4.8 8.1 6.3 8.6 9.3 12.9

Availability 9.8 5 5.2 7.1 7.9 11.3

Affordability 6.2 6.6 5.5 6.9 7.3 11.2

Table 19: Use of Remittance Services (Percent)

Yes No

Urban Rural Total Urban Rural Total

Traditional remittance channels Receive money 33 43 40 67 57 60

Send money 22 33 30 78 67 70

Mobile remittance channels Receive money 4 5 5 96 95 95

Send money 2 3 3 98 97 97
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Services providers and end-users were interviewed about their perceptions of consumer 
demand. The interviews suggested that while there was much enthusiasm for 
m-payments, there was little understanding of the demand for it. One respondent noted 
that there was still confusion between m-banking and m-payments and in any case the 
extensive bank branch network coupled with the high cost of developing m-payment 
infrastructure would seem to preclude smaller, nonbank players in the market. In 
addition, stringent licensing requirements for m-payments prevent smaller, non-listed 
players from joining the market.

The m-payments ecosystem is also fragmented and in flux. Institutional partners often 
do not promote m-payments. Companies try to offer differentiated products, and this 
prevents them from working with each other to build a viable m-payments ecosystem. 
This is to be expected from a business perspective with players competing for an early 
advantage with proprietary systems that will increase ‘stickiness’ and reduce churn. But, 
it hinders the emergence of a mature mobile payments ecosystem and increases market 
fragmentation. One interviewee was sceptical of the possibility of a common platform 
for m-payments.

From such anecdotal evidence, the understanding of mobile payments by Sri Lankans 
should not be taken as a given. Many Sri Lankans do not know that paying their 
bills over their phones, or even transferring top-up credits, are forms of m-payment. 
There were also different opinions on whether Sri Lankans liked to use cash or not. 
Some preferred cash because Sri Lankans like face-to-face interaction while making 
transactions. Others said they did not like to use cash because currency notes were old 
and dirty. 

Signs were strong that an m-payments ecosystem would continue to emerge organically, 
the key concern being whether it would gain the necessary traction or economies 
of scale. Banks already collaborate with other banks and payment providers, with 
LankaClear working on an e-payment switch solution for POS, ATM, and mobile 
payments. Some solutions have become more flexible in their financial disbursement, 
such as Sampath’s cash in/out m-payments scheme, which does not require the receiving 
party to have a bank account, only the sender. Some companies have worked to expand 
services so that m-payments can be used, such as Orik, which allows users to pay water 
and utilities bills, and Anything.lk, which is expanding services to Pay ‘n Go kiosks 
located all over the country.

Conclusions on the Demand  
for Mobile Banking Services
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There is growing recognition that m-payments could address existing payment gaps, 
such as in transportation and to pay for public services online. Integration with 
e-government services that require payments, such as taxes, fines, and licenses could 
also be established. Platform providers interviewed do not see lack of government 
support; regulations developed are considered supportive in developing mobile money 
services in the country. While the Central Bank of Sri Lanka is seen to be inclusive in its 
process, what is missing is clear communication of the objectives and intent, along with 
clarity on what various players are allowed to do. Finally, there is a need for widespread 
awareness and education campaigns, both to the population at large and to the players 
within the ecosystem.

Sri Lanka is still largely a cash-based economy. While the use of alternative payment 
channels including mobile payments is increasing, much needs to be done before mass 
adoption of such services can take place. 

By December 2012, eZ Cash claimed to have around 800,000 customers, a mere 6 
months after the service was launched. While the uptake figures look high, usage 
numbers are reportedly low.  Compare this with Kenya where, with a 42.3 percent 
bank penetration rate and 67.5 percent mobile penetration rate, some 66 percent of 
the population receive money through mobile phones, 60 percent send money, and 13 
percent pay bills.14 

The Kenyan experience could indicate where Sri Lanka can get to once adoption and use 
is galvanized, but then the questions become: what is needed and how can these needs 
be addressed? Some early gaps identified include: 

– Understanding mobile payments (as opposed to general ‘awareness’). 

This applies to both demand and supply sides. In other words: ‘How do I use the 
service? Why should I use the service? What are the benefits?’ Not all of this is clearly 
understood yet, and much will come from experience. On the other side of the 
equation: ‘How do I, the supplier, target specific groups, and get segment specific 
information to them to drive usage; whether this is about transferring credits for 
remittances, paying utility bills, or disseminating payroll funds?’

– Having key players talk to each other. 

There appears to be extensive misunderstanding, disinformation, and lack of clarity 
on what key players are doing: what is demanded, what is possible, what is an 
opportunity, what is encouraged, and so on. Sri Lanka is a relatively small market; too 
much fragmentation undermines the advantages of economies of scale and scope.  

14  Statistics based on the Global Financial Inclusion database of World Bank: http://datatopics.worldbank.org/
financialinclusion/country/kenya. See also http://www.google.com.sg/publicdata/explore?ds=emi9ik86jcuic_&ctype
=l&met_y=i911#!ctype=l&strail=false&bcs=d&nselm=h&met_y=i911&scale_y=lin&ind_y=false&rdim=country&idim
=country:KE&ifdim=country&tdim=true&hl=en_US&dl=en_US&ind=false for updated  data.
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– Pricing and Return on Investment. 

This was of concern across all participants (banks, carriers, service providers, and 
platforms). How much should the service provider charge for mobile payments/
banking services? How much could the market bear? If the fees were too low, 
how could a return on investment case be built? The need for models along these 
lines, or relevant experience, that could model such opportunities, was repetitively 
expressed. 

– Identifying key pockets (‘niches’) of demand. 

Respondents wanted the flexibility to calculate investment required to commercialise 
opportunity and demand, and be able to scale opportunity to sustainability, rather 
than a single closed loop payments solution. 

These issues need to be addressed so that the mobile payments channel can 
significantly capture daily transactions as awareness and use of mobile payment 
systems become more ubiquitous. The following section identifies initial suggestions. 
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Regulatory Clarity for Branchless Banking 
If one of the goals of mobile banking is branchless banking, the government needs to 
provide more regulatory clarity on it. Guidelines have been established for banks to drive 
mobile payments through devolution to a bank account, and for mobile operators to 
offer payment services by working with a custodial bank. While this is a sensible first 
step, two issues have emerged: 

1. With little real interoperability and a sharp distinction between what is possible with 
account-based and mobile-based systems, providers are unclear as to how they can 
service the branchless bank opportunity.

2. Without significant adoption of existing policy frameworks, the government, and in 
particular, the Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL), may feel there is little or no demand 
for such services and hesitate to add new frameworks or options. 

New guidelines or, at least, defined boundaries on modes of branchless banking is 
seen by a number of players as helpful. Many of them had little knowledge on what is 
allowed in branchless banking and what their approach should be. 

Targeting the Under banked 
Among the banks interviewed, only the National Development Bank felt mobile 
banking could reach the unbanked/under banked. Other banks appeared to view 
mobile banking/payments as appropriate to the middle income market. Exceptions were 
nonbank financial institutions, such as Lanka Orix, which have clear mandates to reach 
the bottom of the pyramid.

One of the “unintended consequences” seen by Dialog from eZ Cash was that small 
businesses had started using their services to fill a transactions gap. For example, a 
housewife who bakes and sells cakes advertised that she be paid a small advance 
through an eZ Cash wallet. A major challenge for Dialog has been the liquidity 
problems of their small merchants who often do not have enough money for cash out 
transactions. To address this they recruited around 50 motorcyclists covering an area of 
20 to 30 km radius, who merchants can call if they need money. They believe that they 
will need to rapidly scale this up if the service is to be successful.  

Addressing the Opportunities for  
Mobile Banking  in Sri Lanka
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International Remittance 
Remittances, both domestic and international, remain a large underexplored 
opportunities. This position may now be changing in Sri Lanka with Dialog being 
approved in April 2013 by the Controller of Exchange at the Central Bank to operate 
with foreign exchange.15 

Around $6 billion, some 6 percent of Sri Lanka’s GDP,16 comes into the country as 
remittances through official channels.17 Servicing this sector is of immense potential 
social benefit.  While figures from the Ministry of Foreign Employment, Promotion, and 
Welfare estimate that 60 to 70 percent of these remittances are channelled officially, the 
market estimates it to be much lower.  

International remittance via mobile money can be a disruptive service, challenging 
existing high-cost or grey-market remittance channels. If costs go down, much of the 
informal channel (notably the hawala system) will come within formal financial services 
flows. 

Agent Networks 
The issue of agent networks requires more clarity from the regulator, the market, 
and others. Etisalat, for example, has some 45,000 agents in its total network, 8,000 
of whom they see as core, who can be developed into m-money agents over time. 
Dialog has similar numbers. This ‘core’, of course, has large overlaps with other mobile 
operators.

According to the Ministry of Foreign Employment, Promotion, and Welfare, there are 
about 800 active agents licensed by the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment. These 
agents process job orders and employment contracts, and could be used to process 
and distribute payments or payments-related information (particularly in the case of 
remittances). The post office – which is in the process of setting up a centralized ATM 
system – also has an agent network as part of its infrastructure. Medical network 
specialist eChanneling has around 1000 agents (mostly pharmacists) within its network, 
and these play a central role in its monetization model. Aside from apothecaries, 
eChanneling also has partnerships with banks and insurance companies that act as 
agents. The agents have direct access to an eChanneling call center, which they can call 
without a fee. They can then access eChanneling services and offer them to their clients.

15  See for example, http://www.dailymirror.lk/business/other/27714-dialog-axiata-awaits-nod-to-facilitate-inward-
remittances-.html

16  Projected to grow 15 percent year-on-year.
17  According to the Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare around 35 percent of the country’s foreign 

exchange comes from remittances.
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Thus, there are a range of agent networks already in existence. However, where agent 
networks can and cannot be used for ‘payments’ remains unclear from a central bank 
perspective. A few suggested focus points that CBSL can do: 

(i) Put forth a regulatory or guidance document for agent networks – including 
registration of agents, training (and potentially licensing) requirements, rules and 
responsibilities, and shared liability. 

(ii) Develop a programme for outsourced agent networks as part of overall market 
development. 

(iii) Encourage long-term thinking with a view to spinning a successful entity out as a 
separate business that can service agent deployments for other providers. 

One problem pointed out by Capital Alliance Securities (and supported by other 
interviews) is that m-money transactions earn agents far lower margins compared to 
simpler transactions such as airtime top-ups. Lower enthusiasm from agents can be 
expected as a result.

eGov Services and Payments 
The following e-services are available for credit card users: license renewal for motor 
vehicles, obtaining exam certificates, water board payments, and number renewals 
for vehicles. According to the Information and Communication Technology Agency 
of Sri Lanka (ICTA) the top e-services are license renewals and water board payments, 
but there is very low uptake of the government’s e-services primarily because there 
is very little awareness about them and there has been no campaign to disseminate 
information. 

For e-services to take off, ICTA believes that buy-in from the top is needed, and the 
number of available e-services must be expanded. E-pension, e-local government 
and e-foreign worker are some of the services that the technology team is looking to 
implement. Lanka Gate could provide infrastructure for ICTA to be the merchant for all 
government payments (taxes, license fees, water board payments, etc.). With various 
payments forms enabled, usage would increase. 

Utility Payments 
This encompasses government bill payments, payment for public transport, water bills, 
airtime, utilities, car parks, insurance premiums, micro finance institutions transactions, 
payroll distribution, and even fuel. One challenge here is partnering with the utilities 
sector. Water and electricity companies have not yet adopted alternative payment 
solutions. 
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