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CASH-BASED TRANSFERS DIVISION

The yellow coloUr stands for how I’m 
currently living my life, I feel strong,  
I’m really strong. I give myself what I want,  
I don’t need to ask anyone for it. I made my  
own money, I don’t need to go around looking 
for help. What I want to tell girls of my age  
is that they need to go to school and study.  
As for me, I dropped out but it wasn’t of my 
own making, it’s because the person who was 
raising me couldn’t afford it.”

“

—DOREEN Tuyikeze              
         participant in bodY mapping workshop

Doreen Tuyikeze, participant in body mapping workshop. 
Doreen is an orphan from Burundi, and a single mother 
to one child who came to Uganda at age 14.

How can access to and usage of digital financial services increase 

women’s financial independence?

Sending money to women in Uganda 



Recognising the vital role of community engagement, we put our efforts 
into empowering two key groups: Digital Community Champions and 
Male Champions. WFP conducted comprehensive training programmes 
to support these individuals, equipping them with the necessary 
knowledge and skills to drive change from within.


20 Digital Community Champions, both women and men, led the 
charge in facilitating digital financial literacy sessions and spreading 
essential information about financial service providers, ensuring 
diffusion among all age groups. Meanwhile, 40 Male Champions actively 
worked on influencing their peers through dialogue—sometimes 
conducted at the end of football matches—on promoting women’s 
economic independence and challenging discriminative societal norms 
that often present barriers to economic empowerment initiatives.


The involvement of these champions amplified the reach and impact of 
our initiatives. During the lifecycle of the programme, Digital 
Community Champions alone connected with over 10,813 participants, 
with women making up 51 percent of those reached. They successfully 
referred 9,818 beneficiaries to financial service providers, marking a 
significant move towards improved financial inclusion. Anecdotal 
evidence shared by champions, such as savings groups adopting mobile 
money and increased bank account openings, signalled a tangible shift 
in the community's stance towards embracing financial institutions.

Uganda hosts over 1.6 million refugees and asylum seekers1—the 
largest refugee population in Africa. Nakivale Refugee Settlement, 
established in 1958, is the 8th largest refugee camp globally and one  
of Uganda's oldest, currently providing refuge to over 180,000 
individuals from the Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Somalia, 
Rwanda, Ethiopia, and Eritrea.


Over the past three years, Nakivale refugee settlement has made 
significant strides in promoting financial inclusion and empowering 
women economically. Despite challenges, Nakivale has seen 
numerous initiatives focusing on digital financial inclusion, engaging 
Male Champions in women's economic empowerment and promoting 
Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) for both refugees and 
host communities alike.


These efforts have played a pivotal role in the journey towards 
women’s digital financial independence, transforming lives and 
creating pathways to financial resilience.


Take, for instance, the advanced financial literacy training initiative 
delivered by the Finnish Refugee Council—a WFP cooperating partner: 
out of the 4,315 participants reached, 73 percent were women. This 
statistic isn’t just a number; it indicates a significant step towards 
bridging the gender gap in financial inclusion.


Similarly, the recruitment and training of 20 Digital Community 
Champions, both male and female, has greatly enhanced digital 
financial inclusion within the community. These champions teach 
essential digital literacy skills to individuals or small groups, boosting 
digital literacy and confidence to increase usage of digital financial 
products.


Through these initiatives, people not only gained valuable financial 
skills but also emerged with a new found sense of self-reliance  
and eagerness to invest in income-generating activities.


The push to boost the usage of digital financial services among 
women has also yielded tangible results for women-led businesses.  
At least eight female merchants are now actively operating as mobile 
and banking agents in the camp, with others joining the pipeline with 
palpable enthusiasm.


The VSLA digitisation initiative achieved a dual victory. First, members 
of VSLA groups received advanced financial literacy training, 
enhancing their financial management skills. Second, over 625 
members are now saving and borrowing loans digitally. 17 of 24 
digitised VSLAs have now successfully opened accounts with Equity 
Bank, marking a significant step towards financial inclusion.






1 - Uganda: Overview of refugees and asylum seekers | Global Focus (unhcr.org) December 2023.


 

Our engagement with financial institutions yielded better tailored 
products, designed to meet the specific needs of refugees, with 
particular focus on women. Banks, even those that were already 
established in the camps, responded with offerings like She-trade 
Loans, Group Solidarity Loans, and Mobile Wallets, creating avenues 
for increased financial inclusivity. 


Other partners have jumped on the opportunity: take for example,  
the two-year credit guarantee scheme launched in May 2023. 
Targeting under-served refugee and host communities, especially 
women, the scheme, in partnership with UNCDF and UGAFODE 
Microfinance Limited, offers a guaranteed portfolio of US$200,000, 
financing loans below UGX800,000 (approx. US$211). To date, over 
thirty loans disbursed enhance beneficiaries' capital base and foster 
investment opportunities.


Collectively, these achievements narrate a story of transformation, 
mindset shifts, and the creation of an ecosystem where digital 
financial empowerment isa reality for women and marginalised 
communities. It speaks of progress, empowerment, and the promise 
of a more inclusive financial future. 


What have we learnt so far? Our take, in seven lessons:
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LESSON 1



Empower Digital Community 
Champions and Male Champions 
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—Desire Bahali Mbwire  
     digital champion, NAKIVALE SETTLEMENT

—Jane Musonera      
      programme participant,     
      Nakivale settlement

As Digital Champion recruited by WFP, my role 
was to create the awareness on the presence  
of financial institutions in Nakivale and the 
financial products and serv ices available—
linking people to the different financial 
institutions in Nakivale Refugee Settlement.”Digital financial inclusion has opened doors  

for us, allowing us to support our families  
and building a brighter future for our children.”

“

“

© WFP Uganda / Brenda Luyiga


Zelida Uwimana from Sangano village, excited at successful completion 
of a mobile money transaction.


https://reporting.unhcr.org/uganda-overview-refugees-and-asylum-seekers-6683
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In Nakivale, where mobile phone ownership is comparatively low  
and some areas face network issues, accessing digital financial literacy 
training materials is a challenge. Nevertheless, delivering digital 
financial literacy training digitally, is cost-effective, and offers 
convenient, interactive access, accommodating diverse learning  
styles and fostering autonomy and confidence.


We therefore invested in hardware such as tablets, laptops and 
mobile phones to ensure that we had the tools needed for 
comprehensive training. For people with mobile phones, we also 
implemented an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system. This 
innovative system allowed people to listen to audio training lessons  
in the form of sketches known as Hey Sister! Show Me The Mobile 
Money!.2 People are able to access these at no cost by simply dialling 
161 on their phones.


The combined approach of investing in hardware and implementing 
the IVR system had a transformative impact, significantly enhancing 
the accessibility and effectiveness of digital financial literacy training  
in Nakivale settlement. An evaluation at the conclusion of the 
programme showed that 51 percent of the women who were 
interviewed had used a mobile money account in the last 7 days 
compared to just  
19 percent at baseline. This positive change was also seen in other 
factors, such as bank account registration in the names of women  
and a decrease in women sharing their mobile money PIN (from 33 
percent to 16 percent), among other factors.









2 - The sketches are part of a compendium of resources developed by Strategic Impact Advisors 
(SIA) and are available in 6 different languages in Uganda (Runyakitara, Ateso, Luganda, Lugbara, 
Luo and English).

LESSON 4



Invest in hardware and tools  
for effective digital financial 
literacy training 

LESSON 3



Recognise the complexity of 
digitising women-centred 
channels such as Village Savings 
and Loans Associations (VSLAs)
The process of digitising VSLA groups, through adopting digital 
platforms and integrating mobile money services, presented  
a multifaceted challenge. Financial institutions faced hurdles in 
integrating these groups into their core systems. This, mainly because 
of the inherent nature of VSLAs being neither represented by an 
individual alone, nor fitting into formalised business account 
structures.


Acknowledging the complexity, we adopted a phased approach to 
digitisation. We actively engaged with financial institutions 
emphasising the importance of adapting systems to accommodate  
the unique dynamics of VSLA groups. A balancing act, between 
keeping the process as simple as possible, while still meeting the 
bank’s risk standards.


While not all groups seamlessly adopted digital platforms, our 
approach allowed us to make substantial progress in reducing barriers 
and enabling more VSLAs to access formal financial services. Evidence 
from other programs within and outside Uganda has shown that 
members of digitised VSLAs are more likely to also access and use 
individual digital financial products and services. This is because the 
group setting allows the members—particularly women—to learn 
about and be comfortable with using the products and services. 
Group accounts are not the end goal; in the future, the plan is to  
link group accounts to individual accounts to better document their 
transactions and develop a financial history that conveys their savings 
and loans activities.

LESSON 2



Meaningfully and deliberately 
engage men 

Like in many communities hosting people from multiple backgrounds and 
cultures, women's lives in Nakivale settlement are intertwined in a complex 
web of societal structures, often influenced by men. The deeply rooted socio-
cultural norms and practices often pose significant barriers to women's 
financial inclusion. In Nakivale, a comprehensive Barrier Analysis acted as an 
indispensable tool in understanding the unique challenges women face, 
before deciding ‘how’ to engage to ensure the effectiveness and sustainability 
of any changes we were to introduce. 


We not only conversed with women of various age groups but also engaged 
with men, political figures, and religious leaders of both genders. This 
inclusive dialogue painted a clearer picture of the community's perspectives 
on women's financial decision-making, ownership, and use of technology.


Engaging men in the fight for women's economic empowerment proved to 
bea game-changer. 40 brave men took up the mantle of Champions, 
participating in group discussions with over 50 women from both refugee 
and host communities. Their active support was instrumental in propelling 
women's economic endeavours forward. We found that educating men  
about financial literacy went hand in hand with their level of support.


These preliminary findings show that WFPs initiatives have not only improved 
access to financial services, but also triggered a mindset shift towards self-
reliance and economic independence. Anecdotal evidence shared by Male 
Champions further suggests that the impact may have extended beyond 
financial matters, also bringing about improvements across social spheres, 
such as reducing the incidence of gender-based violence.

—Munyengabe Sylvestre  
      Male champion, nakivale SETTLEMENT

I talk to men [and tell them] that if money is 
channelled to the woman’s digital account like  
a bank account, mobile money account, it helps, 
and it boosts the whole family’s economic status. 
If a woman has money, she can easily buy food 
and materials they use at home and easily take 
children to school, which also boosts her 
confidence.” 

“
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https://www.siaedge.com/lessons
https://www.siaedge.com/lessons
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LESSON 5



To ensure sustainability, let people 
embrace digital financial inclusion 
at their own pace

Implementing digital financial inclusion initiatives within Nakivale 
settlement required a carefully planned, gradual approach due to  
the complex socio-economic landscape. Rushing the process could 
potentially overwhelm the community and hinder the effectiveness  
of the interventions. Gradual sequencing involved breaking down the 
initiatives into manageable stages, each addressing specific barriers 
and challenges. We ensured programme participants had sufficient 
time to grasp and internalise each phase before progressing to  
the next. 


For example, initial basic financial literacy training, focusing on 
accounts, loans, and savings, was followed by more advanced training 
content, targeted at building capacity around setting up businesses 
and being able to assess suitable financial products. The body mapping 
workshop that was conducted, allowed women to express their views 
and opinions of how the programme activities increased their sense  
of agency and empowerment.


The gradual sequencing approach contributed to a more sustainable 
and lasting impact, as people were able to integrate digital financial 
practices into their daily lives. It allowed people to navigate the 
transition towards digital financial empowerment at their own pace, 
building confidence and competence along the way.

This workshop really changed something in my life, 
It made me remember my childhood, I reflected on 
the present, and I could plan my future and I want 
to send a message to the world, I am so proud of 
what I achieved and wish other women in the world 
can participate too.” 

—Mizirani Gisele Grace  
      participant in bodY mapping workshop

“

Body map created by  
Mizirani Gisele Grace during 

Body Mapping workshop  
in Nakivale Settlement.

Body map created by  
Elaine Kanyange during 

Body Mapping workshop  
in Nakivale Settlement.

© WFP / Gabrielle Menezes

© WFP / Gabrielle Menezes

Stringent administrative requirements and policies proved to be 
significant barriers to women's access to formal financial services.  
Key challenges people, and particularly women, faced included the 
lack of necessary documentation (e.g. IDs, business registrations etc.), 
onerous registration processes (e.g. Know-Your-Customer (KYC), 
business registrations, etc.) and a general lack of information on  
how to manoeuvre the bureaucratic systems.


To increase the Central Bank’s understanding of the challenges faced 
by the most vulnerable in relation to (digital) financial inclusion, the 
WFP country office along with the Cash Working Group took Central 
Bank representatives on a mission to the Nakivale refugee settlement. 
This led to the simplification of the Central Bank’s requirements  
for becoming an agent. When refugee women get increasing 
opportunities to become agents, it not only provides them with 
livelihood opportunities but also makes other women customers feel 
more comfortable to use digital financial services, as many said they 
preferred interacting with women agents.

LESSON 6



Advocate for simpler administrative 
requirements to access digital 
financial services
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The Way Forward: 


Advancing digital financial 
inclusion and women's economic 
empowerment in Nakivale  
and beyond
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LESSON 7



Collaborate with strategic 
partners and district leadership to 
encourage buy-in from communities

Harnessing the power of collaboration is paramount for driving digital 
financial inclusion and women's economic empowerment initiatives. In 
the beginning, rallying support from partners and district leadership 
proved to be a tough nut to crack. However, step by step, we were able 
to highlight how these initiatives brought a win-win for both refugees 
and host communities. By ensuring our programme objectives 
resonated with our partners' interests, we managed to spark their 
enthusiasm. The initiatives brought together and leveraged the 
collective power of over 30 stakeholders, including UNHCR, the Office 
of the Prime Minister, District Local Governments, NGOs3, religious 
institutions, as well as private sector actors.


Joining forces with these organisations was a stepping-stone towards 
fostering an environment that values transparency and teamwork. 
Joint monitoring visits served as an avenue for mutual learning, 
provided a platform to identify areas needing support, and pinpointed 
opportunities for scaling up.














3 - The Programme was a concerted effort bringing together numerous NGOs, including the  
Finnish Refugee Council (FRC), Association of Volunteers in International Service (AVSI), Medical 
Teams International (MTI), Uganda Red Cross (URC), Hunger Fighters Uganda (HFU) and Uganda 
Women's Effort to Save Orphans (UWESO), among others.

Moving forward, WFP Uganda and its partners in Nakivale will  
continue to support women’s access to digital financial services, 
through tailored interventions, continued investments in Male  
and Digital Community Champions, hand in hand with financial  
service providers and authorities.


The activities are now replicated across other refugee camps to 
promote digital financial inclusion and women's economic 
empowerment across different communities in Uganda, aligning 
closely with WFP's new Cash Policy.


To better assess the impact of the numerous initiatives currently  
being implemented in parallel, WFP Uganda will also place a strong 
focus on monitoring and evaluation activities in 2024–25.

Body map created by Carimerine Abizeye, during Body Mapping workshop in Nakivale Settlement. 
© WFP / Gabrielle Menezes
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https://www.wfp.org/publications/wfp-cash-policy-harnessing-power-money-help-people-survive-and-thrive
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