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Research Abstracts

1. The Economic Inequality of Lockdowns: A Study of COVID-19 and Mobile Money in
Ghana, with Rajdeep Grewal and Suman Basuroy (Dissertation Essay 1). Job Market
Paper

To define the economic impact of the COVID-19 lockdown in Ghana, the current research relies on a
large data set that details consumption and user characteristics linked to mobile money (a financial
service that allows people to use their mobile phones to send, receive, and store money electronically),
as well as regional poverty indices, using a difference-in-difference specification. Whereas the
lockdown substantially reduced transaction amounts, cash-out, cash-in, and net transfers, it increased
spending on communications. Yet the effects differ across income strata, with the steepest declines for
the poorest 10% of the population. Although the results do not indicate gender differences, they reveal,
consistent with coping theory, diminished transaction amounts by older compared with younger people.
These findings have national and global policy implications related to lockdowns in emerging markets.
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2. Reducing Disparities in Digital Financial Marketplace through Platform Interoperability:
Micro Evidence from Mobile Money, with Francis Annan (Working Paper). All authors
contributed equally.

Markets for digital financial services (DFS) have the potential to reduce poverty and improve welfare,
yet vast and significant disparities exist. Many digitization and interoperability initiatives are
transforming the DF marketplace. A first-order policy question is, “When and how does
interoperability influence gender disparities?”” We leverage a unique customer-level administrative
dataset on mobile money and the first DF interoperable policy experiment in 2018 in sub-Saharan
Africa to explore these issues in Ghana. In this environment, cashless payments and digital banking are
essential subjects in financial access and banking discourse. Platform interoperability — a gender
neutral— (i) increases adoption (+122%b), (ii) but eliminates gender gaps in DFS only when combined
with digital literacy, and (iii) increases aggregate firm profits (+52%0). We show that gender differences
in sensitivity to transaction cost and baseline phone ownership are relevant channels through which
interoperability effects may operate. The results have important implications for interoperability
initiatives in DFS markets.

3. Microloans and Consumption: A Study of Ghana with Rajdeep Grewal and Suman
Basuroy (Dissertation Essay 2)

In developing economies, many consumers cannot access mainstream financial services;
therefore, they cannot access loans, purchase insurance or open an interest-bearing account.
Recently, these consumers rely on mobile money on cellular phones to access a wide range of
financial services that traditional banking fails to supply. As a result, when one owns a
cellular phone (common in developing regions) and is registered for mobile money, one can
participate in mainstream finance. Further, in partnership with financial technology firms
(fintech), mobile money providers have recently launched loan programs on their mobile
money platform, giving credit at a monthly rate of 6.9%-7.5%. We examine the consumption
patterns of mobile money loans employing millions of financial transactions obtained from
the largest telecommunications company in Ghana. In addition, we exploit a discontinuity in
an eligibility criterion to examine the impacts of mobile money loans. We find that increases
in total consumption stem predominantly from betting, cash-out and peer-to-peer transfers.
Additionally, we provide descriptive evidence that mobile money loan recipients are likely to
default. Loan defaults imply that customers are more likely to churn and, as a result, loan
product is more likely to crowd out other innovations. A way to counteract such an effect
involves introducing variable interest rates or changing the duration of the loans, such as
reducing the 30 days to two weeks.



