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Abstract

Mobile financial services (MFS) have the potential to impact developing countries by

making financial services more accessible. To realize this potential, it is imperative to

illuminate why and how people use these new platforms to accomplish their goals.

Using affordance theory as a guiding tool, this study aims to uncover the underlying

goal directed affordances and actualization techniques used by MFS users in

Bangladesh. The data are collected through in-depth interviews with MFS users and

analyzed using thematic analysis to uncover affordances along with actualization

techniques that are embedded in everyday social contexts of the users. The study

finds that users in their attempts to accomplish specific goals uncover various latent

affordances of MFS platforms such as financial services accessibility, self-controlling

ability, spatial and temporal mobility, disintermediation ability, self-sustainability,

secrecy maintainability, and networkability, and employ several techniques to actual-

ize those affordances. These results have implications for utilizing MFS platforms to

promote ICT4D goals.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Proliferation of mobile financial services (MFS) has been argued to have potential for altering the contours of existing economic and social fabric

of developing countries. This claim has drawn investments and international attention to Bangladesh such as the joining of International Finance

Corporation (IFC) and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation as minority investors with bKash Bangladesh (Chen & Rasmussen, 2014). According to

the Asian Development Bank, Bangladesh had the highest economic growth rates in 2018 and 2019 and is expected to have the highest growth

rate in 2020 among the South Asian countries.1 This expected growth largely depends on how diverse sections of population get access to finan-

cial and social resources. One of the major financial platforms that has enormous potential to create meaningful and impactful contribution in this

regard is MFS (Kanobe et al., 2017). According to Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory Commission (BTRC), mobile phone subscription in

the country has increased by about 67% from 2012 to August 2019. During the same period, mobile internet use increased by about 221%. This

suggests that any Information and Communication Technology for Development (ICT4D) goal adopted by Bangladesh must be strongly grounded

in mobile technology-based policies.

At present, 15 banks approved by Bangladesh Bank offer MFS services in the country. The notable MFS providers are bKash, Rocket, UCash,

and Nagad with bKash holding the largest market share (Islam, 2019). According to Bangladesh Bank,2 from December 2015 to October 2020,

the number of agents grew by about 83% and the number of registered clients increased by about 203%. There is about 153% growth in number

of total transactions and about 230% growth in the value of the transactions over the same period. Small amounts of growth can be observed in

all types of transaction using MFS such as inward remittance, cash-in/ cash-out transaction, P2P transaction, salary disbursement, utility bill pay-

ment, merchant payment etc., whereas a large magnitude of growth has been achieved in government payment. Despite significant improvements
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over the last few years in Bangladesh, doubts abound regarding the impact of MFS, mainly in its capabilities to influence the lives of the poor peo-

ple (Islam, 2019). One of the major potential reasons for this reservation is a lack of in-depth research on how MFS influences everyday financial

decisions of the people in Bangladesh. In order to understand these influences and fully realize the potential of MFS as a critical alternative plat-

form for supporting financial transactions, it is imperative to conduct detail research on the affordances of MFS that are currently being actualized

by the users and this research aims to illuminate those.

In developing countries, several MFS platforms have emerged over time. M-Pesa in Kenya and bKash in Bangladesh are two prime examples

of how MFS platforms can penetrate the market for alternative financial platforms. Inspired by the emergence and development of MFS, there

has been a thrust in both academic and practitioner research that mainly focus on the adoption of these services. One emerging stream of ICT4D

research focuses on how MFS is developed and diffused in developing countries. In the early stages, researchers point to the gap in the concep-

tual understanding regarding m-finance adoption process and call for including the contextual issues such as social embeddedness, existing social

structures, and cultures that influence adoption in developing countries (Bankole et al., 2011; Donner & Tellez, 2008; Duncombe, 2012;

Duncombe & Boateng, 2009). Some researchers argue that more focus has been given on design issues of MFS due to high level of practitioner

involvement in the early stages of research and therefore, we see a lack of in-depth studies on the overall adoption process as well as impact anal-

ysis of these systems (Duncombe & Boateng, 2009). Some studies, however, are available in different scholarly areas that focus on the design, dif-

fusion, contextual factors, usage dimensions and impacts of M-PESA in Kenya (Jack & Suri, 2014; Kendall et al., 2012; Mas &

Morawczynski, 2009; Mbogo, 2010; Ngugi et al., 2010; Wamuyu, 2014). There are also studies focusing on other developing countries. Thakur

and Srivastava (2014), for example, study adoption readiness, personal innovativeness, perceived risk and usage intention across customer groups

for mobile payment services in India and find significant differences among users and non-users. Jaradat and Faqih (2014) find that while self-

efficacy has some moderating influences, gender has little moderating effect on mobile payment adoption in Jordan. Adaba and Ayoung (2017)

use actor-network theory to understand diffusion of mobile payment systems in Ghana and find that even though the adoption level is still low, a

promising network of stakeholders is currently emerging. Malinga and Maiga (2020) use an extended UTAUT model to understand adoption inten-

tions of mobile money services by traders in Uganda and find that sensitization, social influences, and performance expectancy are the significant

determinants of usage intentions. Kim et al. (2018) conduct a systematic literature review on MFS, financial inclusion and development and sug-

gest that future research endeavors need to put more emphasis on the actual needs and usage patterns of current and potential MFS customers.

Since most of the studies emphasize on MFS usage intentions and primarily use theoretical lenses developed in completely different contexts,

there is a lack of deep understanding about the process through which actual users achieve their everyday goals using MFS platforms. This study,

therefore, aims to contribute to the general understanding of the mechanisms through which MFS technologies help goal-oriented actors. We use

affordance theory as the guiding tool for our purpose since understanding affordances can be a concrete starting point in a context where the

researcher is interested in the relation between an IT artifact and a goal-oriented actor. An affordance can act as an “analytical bridge” to identify

the “possible interaction between human/ social entities and technology” (Bygstad et al., 2016, p. 11) and therefore, affordance theory is a suit-

able analytical tool for our purpose. Two particular research questions guide our analysis.

What are the MFS affordances that help users to achieve their goals? What techniques do users employ to realize those

affordances?

There is a dearth of research in the context of developing countries and very few studies focus on Bangladesh, which is on track for graduat-

ing from the UN's list of least developed countries and joining the middle-income countries by 2024 (World Bank, 2019). Given the impressive

and significant diffusion of bKash and similar MFS, the knowledge derived from the MFS affordance and actualization in Bangladesh can be uti-

lized as a benchmark for other developing countries and this research is an attempt to contribute to that knowledge.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a review of the literature on affordance theory and clarifies our stance. Sec-

tion 3 discusses data collection and analysis methods. Section 4 and Section 5, respectively, presents and discusses the findings. Section 6 makes

concluding remarks identifying the implications and limitations of the study and proposes future research directions.

2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Gibson (1979) introduces the concept of affordances in ecological psychology by connecting what the environment offers an animal to operate in

it with the features and capabilities of that animal. The essence of affordance as conceptualized by Gibson (1979) is “the complementarity of the

animal and the environment” (p. 127). For example, the size of the animal and the size of a cave mouth together build an affordance which may

not be available to a larger animal. This “complementarity” makes the concept of affordance an appealing lens to understand how humans interact

with technology.

Norman (1988) brings affordance perspective into Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) field but initially does not distinguish between real and

perceived affordances. The agency of the associated actor is also not acknowledged. Therefore, for some period, understanding in HCI community
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deviated from the conceptualization in ecological psychology that differentiates between object's real affordances that exist independent of the

actor's perception and use alternatives perceived by the actor. Other researchers argue that sometimes actors find innovative ways to use an

object that designers never intended (Majchrzak & Markus, 2012) and thus the perception and use deviate from the designed, built-in affordance.

For example, the intended use of a hammer is to put nails into a wall, but it can be used as a weapon to hit somebody. The point of dispute is that

even though these perceived affordances have not been infused in the object intentionally, whether these possibilities have always been there to

be perceived (Gaver, 1991). Volkoff and Strong (2017) provide a summary of the debates in the fields of ecological psychology and HCI regarding

what affordance actually means.

This is the backdrop that researchers face when they choose to study affordances provided by objects. Confusions exist till date about the

meaning of affordance and when and how affordances occur. Lanamäki et al. (2016) attempt to shed light on this ambiguity and formulate four

different stances—canonical affordance, designed affordance, potential affordance and affordances as completed actions. Canonical affordance is

normative and emphasizes on the well-established meanings about an entity and action. For example, the paper is for writing. From canonical

stance, the affordances are universal and understood by the users. Next, Lanamäki et al. (2016) trace the introduction of affordance theory into

HCI field which proclaims that affordances are designed by the designers and are independent of any individual user. Designed affordances are

already in existence prior to any action by the actual user because designers have implanted these in the artifact. The third stance, potential

affordances, emphasizes on the agency of the goal-oriented actor for actualizing the affordance (Volkoff & Strong, 2013) that arise out of the

interconnection of an object and abilities of the goal-oriented actors. This stance conceptualizes affordances as potentials that remain dormant

until the goal-oriented actor or actors perceive and actualize those. The perceived affordances, under this stance, can vary from what the

designers have intended and are actualized within the social and cultural contexts of the goal-oriented actor. The fourth stance sees affordances

as completed actions meaning that affordances are the end-results of the co-construction between the object and the user. This stance assumes

no pre-existence of affordances, but rather focuses on the negotiation between the object and the user within a social practice (Lanamäki

et al., 2016).

The common ground where most information systems (IS) studies are recently converging is that affordances are “action-potentials” (the

third stance) that emerge from a co-creation by the environment, object, and actors (Bygstad et al., 2016; Lanamäki et al., 2016; Volkoff &

Strong, 2017). Additionally, one realization emerging in IS field is that action-potentials alone do not provide the complete picture of technology

use by goal-oriented actors. The actualizations of those potentials also matter immensely to bring about any meaningful change (Volkoff &

Strong, 2017). Bernhard et al. (2013) focus on affordance actualization by emphasizing on bridging the gap between affordance existence and per-

ception. They argue that properties of the object and the user are the pre-conditions for affordance existence, information about affordance is

required for affordance perception and perceived ease of use is the required condition for affordance actualization. Leonardi (2011) emphasizes

on past “imbrications” about routines that keep humans and materials in a continuous loop of agency and allow people to perceive new

affordances or constraints offered by a technology to change their routines. In a later work, Leonardi (2013) suggests categorizing affordances in

three groups—individualized, collective, and shared to better understand different levels of affordances that affect the outcome of network

change in organizations. Strong et al. (2014) offer a “mid-range” affordance-actualization theory after investigating the implementation of an elec-

tronic health record system.

Recently, based on the work of early writers, affordance theory has become a tool for understanding technology use in many different con-

texts. Seidel et al. (2013), through a case study on a global “operations software solutions” provider, identify four functional affordances which

are provided by an IS and are required for sustainable organizational management and work practices. Mao (2014) investigates the affordances of

and constraints imposed by social media on students' learning and finds that even though students use social media in everyday lives, the specific

use for learning is sporadic and informal. Piccoli (2016) investigates how technology affordance impacts the characteristics and outcomes of opin-

ions in online review systems. Mettler et al. (2017) study use of service robots in hospitals and find five separate potential niche end-user groups

whose perceptions about the affordances provided and constraints imposed by robots vary widely. Sæbø et al. (2020) analyze how social media

tools, through affordances, support collective actions in an Italian political movement and they offer a typology of such affordances.

Affordance theory has also been taken up as a lens by researchers studying the use of IS tools in developing countries. Wyche et al. (2018)

use affordance categories by Hartson (2003) to investigate women's use of mobile phones in rural Kenya and identify the enablers and constraints

in the device design as well as the usage contexts. Wyche and Steinfield (2016) look at why Kenyan farmers do not use mobile phones to access

crop price information and find a mismatch between design of the SMS-based market IS and farmers' perception of mobile phones' capabilities.

Tim et al. (2018) use affordances to look into the enabling powers and unintended consequences of social media use in community driven envi-

ronmental sustainability efforts in rural Malaysia. Thapa and Sein (2018) analyze the use of telemedicine in Nepal by looking into the process of

affordance actualization and find that affordance actualization travels through multiple trajectories and therefore, may result in new affordances.

Dini et al. (2018) investigate a government-initiated social media project within a youth group in Indonesia to understand the action potentials

and constraining factors of the system.

The above discussion suggests that IS researchers have been using affordance theory to analyze multitude of problems in different contexts.

In this paper, our aim is to identify the affordances that MFS users in Bangladesh perceive and actualize in order to carry out their everyday goals.

Affordance theory, as an analytical tool, is specifically suitable in our research context because as pointed out by Bygstad et al. (2016), affordances
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can help in understanding the mechanisms that emerge from the relation between a technology and goal-oriented actors since it has the capacity

to simultaneously examine both while keeping their identities intact. We take the third stance formulated by Lanamäki et al. (2016) and conceptu-

alize affordances as action potentials. We take the position that affordances are relational, that they emerge from the interconnection between

the object and the goal-oriented actors (Bygstad et al., 2016; Stendal et al., 2016; Volkoff & Strong, 2013). There can be designed features in an

object but the ways those will be perceived and actualized are heavily dependent upon the goal-oriented actors. We take the position that users

form different relationships with the object and in-built features based on their social and cultural contexts. The perception and action can be

guided by the in-built technology capabilities; affordances can be latent in the object and come into existence when goal-oriented actors attempt

to actualize those within their social contexts, competence, and knowledge (Bygstad et al., 2016).

3 | RESEARCH METHODS

3.1 | Data collection

This research starts with an idea to explore what affordances are perceived by MFS users and how they actualize those affordances to achieve

their goals. First, a preliminary interview guide is prepared by the researchers and is used as part of a course project in one MBA class. The stu-

dents interview MFS users for their course projects using the guide and submit the transcripts and present their findings. The objective of this

pilot interview is to ascertain whether we really can uncover affordances from the experiences shared by the interviewees.

Based on the learning from the first stage, the interview guide is then refined and one researcher along with a trained research assistant conduct

the final interviews. Interview as a data collection process is appropriate for this research since our purpose is to reveal MFS specific affordances and

actualization techniques that are embedded in the social contexts of the users (Scheepers et al., 2006). We use purposive sampling to select inter-

viewees who have used MFS before. We aim to understand the personal experiences and stories around the use of MFS from both genders of differ-

ent ages and occupations and therefore do not interview non-users. Qualitative research method, specifically, interpretive epistemology is an

appropriate choice for our research as it has the potential to reveal rich, intertwined but nuanced nature of social embeddedness of a phenomenon

(Castro et al., 2010). Most of the interviews have been recorded and transcribed. However, few respondents became uncomfortable when we started

recording because they thought that if they complain about the MFS service, the service provider would get angry and create problems with their

MFS accounts. In such scenarios, we took detailed notes. All the respondents have spoken with us in Bangla (the native language) and we have been

very careful during the English translation to remain as close as possible to the actual meanings conveyed by the interviewees.

We take the stance put forward by Braun and Clarke (2016, 2019b) that determining sample size in a qualitative research is a live and criti-

cally reflexive process. We do not determine our sample size ahead of time since that is philosophically inconsistent with our interpretive stance.

Our data collection and analysis overlapped, so when we understood that we are listening to similar goals and patterns of use, we stopped rec-

ruiting new interviewees. We interview 55 respondents (30 males and 25 females). The age of the male respondents ranges from 23 to 40 years

while for females the age range is from 17 to 50 years. All respondents live in Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh, though most of them still

have strong ties with their villages and family members living there. Occupations of the respondents vary widely, for example, there are migrant

workers (household helps), homemakers, students, rickshaw pullers, car drivers, security guards, garments workers, members of Bangladesh Ansar

(a paramilitary auxiliary force), and SME owners (fish hatchery, small shop, part-time online business, IT outsourcing, and suppliers to Government

agencies). The education level of the respondents also varies from no education to post graduate level. Most of the respondents use bKash while

few use Rocket and Nagad. Only three respondents have personal accounts in all three MFS platforms. Overall, the respondents are from differ-

ent age groups and socio-economic backgrounds, and have varying levels of education.

3.2 | Data analysis

We employ thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012) to analyze the data and we acknowledge an interpretive perspective in our choice.

The purpose of the study is to identify the affordances provided by the relation between the MFS and goal-oriented users and to understand

how users actualize those affordances. Thematic analysis is an appropriate method for our purpose since it can extract meanings that emerge

from the data and is suitable to conceptualize affordances in a specific context (Thapa & Sein, 2018). In the first phase of the analysis, we read all

the transcriptions and field notes to make ourselves familiar with the data. This detail reading, though time consuming, is very important in the-

matic analysis and we support the readings with rigorous note taking. In the second phase, we identify the goals MFS users want to accomplish.

At the end of this phase, we generate a list of goals such as, “want to send money to family members,” “want to save money,” “want to save and

send money secretly” and so on. Identifying the goals is an appropriate analytical strategy that is in line with our realist ontology which allows the

researcher to identify actual outcomes and then retroduce to uncover how those outcomes are produced (Bygstad et al., 2016). In the third phase,

we start collating similar goals together and start identifying the MFS affordances that help users to accomplish those goals. In qualitative
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research, the researchers take an “active role” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 80) in the abstraction process. During the abstraction process, we con-

stantly remind ourselves that our participants do not explicitly mention about the MFS affordances, instead they are trying to fulfill their everyday

goals. By this, we do not mean that users cannot perceive MFS capabilities. On the contrary, we take the stance that affordances provided by a

technology is in a relation with the goal accomplishment intentions of the users. Therefore, while we re-read and group those goals, we constantly

force ourselves to answer the following questions—“What is the actual role of MFS in this goal accomplishment? What is the underlying socially

embedded potential that MFS is helping to unlock which other modes of goal accomplishment are not currently doing adequately?” This is an

active abstraction process that we carry out to identify the MFS affordances. Thematic analysis has no ideal route of analysis, it is flexible in

nature and needs to match with what the researcher wants to uncover. However, it is important for the researchers to acknowledge the “active
role” and explicitly describe the decisions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This phase ends after multiple rounds of reading and refinement and we end up

having data extracts coded under different sub-themes that explain how MFS is actually helping in the goal accomplishment process. In the fourth

phase, we review the sub-themes and then group those under broader affordance themes through abstraction (see Table A1 for details on the

thematic analysis). We ensure that these themes capture the story in the data like characters do in a novel (Braun & Clarke, 2019a; Clarke &

Braun, 2018). Next, we go back to the full data set with the lens of broader affordance themes to recheck and also to find out how users actualize

those affordances. We acknowledge that MFS affordances can only be realized when those are actualized within the social and cultural context

of the users (Bygstad et al., 2016). The final phase of thematic analysis is the last opportunity for analysis and while we write up the findings and

discuss the results, we remain aware to relate back the understandings with the broader ICT4D literature.

4 | FINDINGS

We find the following affordances and actualization techniques in the context of using MFS in Bangladesh.

4.1 | Affordance 1: Financial services accessibility

Most of our respondents do not have a bank account. We expected this since as of 2018, about 53% of the working-age population in Bangladesh

were unbanked, that is, they did not have any bank, mobile money, or nonbank financial institution account (Sahai & Schueth, 2019). Historically, it

has been a chronic problem for the financial sector of Bangladesh. However, this problem creates an opportunity for MFS to provide affordance of

financial services accessibility, an ability that allows MFS users to enter and manipulate the complex milieu of financial services. Our respondents

assert that they can perform many of their necessary financial transactions through MFS even though they do not have a bank account.

• Sometimes, it is hard for me to manage my home expenditure at the end of the month. Suppose I am short by 1,000 taka. What can I do? Then,

I pull the money from my bKash. When I have extra, I put it in my bKash. Then, I take it out when I am in real trouble. It is my friend…I also

sometimes use it when I need money for medicine…

• I send my loan installment to my village lender through bKash every month. It has been a blessing. Before, I sometimes missed payment

because nobody I trust was going to the village.

• I do not have capacity to open a bank account. So, I can keep even 100 – 200 taka. Can I do that in a bank? Even if I have a bank account, what

is the use? My parents cannot withdraw money from a bank. It is too difficult for them. With MFS, they get it within 10-15 minutes.

The actualization techniques that our respondents employ for this affordance is to get information about MFS, compare pros and cons in rela-

tion to sending money by a carrier and open personal accounts because they may not find an agent in time of an emergency. The MFS applica-

tions do not require a smartphone. A feature phone is enough to carry out transactions. However, many of the unbanked respondents mention

that they prefer agents since the system seems overly complicated to them. Some of them admit that they were scared the first time they used

MFS since they cannot “see the money.” But, over time they actualize the affordance by repeated use.

4.2 | Affordance 2: Self-controlling ability

We find that unbanked people often use MFS accounts for saving purposes, which implies that they perceive MFS as a tool for self-con-

trol. Respondents are worried that if they keep money at home, it may either be spent or stolen. So, they keep a part of their money in the

MFS account for financing future potential expenditures such as school admission fee or examination fee, both of which are “once a year”
expenditures but can be significant amounts for many of our respondents. If our respondents were rational economic agents, then this

behavior does not make sense. They certainly know that this money is needed for compulsory future expenditure. Still, they feel the need
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to put some sort of barrier that would prevent them from quickly accessing the money. They do not want to keep the cash with

themselves.

• The person who convinced me to open a bKash account told me that it can help me in time of need. I do not have a bank account. If I have the

money in my hand, somehow it will go away. But, if I keep it in bKash, it will be there when I need it for an emergency such as my daughter's

exam fee.

• Sometimes, I need to send big amount like 50,000 taka for 2-3 months together. If I had kept it in my hand, you know, it would never

stay. I would definitely put it in other use. Then, I would be in trouble. So, I keep it in bKash. So, it is there. I will not “break” it for other

purposes.

One of the actualization techniques is opening of personal account that respondents can use as a savings account though most of them either

are not aware of the interest available on the balance or do not care about the small potential interest income. Respondents also mention that

they often deliberately try to forget the existence of the savings so that they do not pull it out of the MFS account unless they have to cater for

an emergency. Some female respondents tell us that they sometimes do not inform their husbands or sons about the savings in the MFS account

fearing that the husbands/ sons may force them to take the money out.

4.3 | Affordance 3: Spatial and temporal mobility

One issue that respondents routinely mention about is how MFS allow them to achieve spatial and temporal mobility in carrying out a transaction.

Banks usually have a certain physical location and a limited time of service. In rural areas, branches of the banks are generally located in the

“bazar” (a local village market), a hub of economic activities. The point at issue is that the “bazar” can often be situated far away from the dwelling

places of many families. Therefore, it can be difficult to access banking services whenever there is a need to send or retrieve money. Many

respondents mention this problem and explain how MFS have given them ways to bypass spatial and temporal constraints imposed by a bank.

Some examples are provided below:

• It is so easy to send money now. I can send money now at any time, even in an emergency basis. I do not have to stand in line for hours.

• In our business, most people use either bKash or Rocket. It is necessary for us because bank is open for transactions for a limited time only.

• I cannot use banks most of the times since I am at work. How can I go to the bank? They are open for transactions only till 3 in the afternoon.

My boss will not allow me to go for a long time. That is why I think bKash is “safety.”

It is also important to note the social contexts. Respondents mention that they had often gone to the bank after an arduous journey only to

find out that the officer is not in the bank on that day.

• It is available everywhere and anytime. My village house is far, it takes at least 2 hours to go to the “bazar” if the weather is a bit cooler. Then,

I get really angry if I hear from my daughter that the officer will not come back that day…can she go every day? She has works to do…and it is

not safe always…

• I was so happy…bKash is so beautiful. Before I had to go far with money, I had to pay bus fare, go up and down in the bus…now, I just tell that

I want to send this amount, then “hoosh,” done…Then, I call and confirm with my family…done.

Our respondents employ interesting actualization techniques to realize this affordance. They ask family members back in the villages to try to

maintain good relationships with the agents who in many cases are small shop owners, or neighbors who have their own mobile phones with MFS

accounts and can afford to get mobile internet. That way, the family members do not need to go to the bank.

4.4 | Affordance 4: Disintermediation ability

Many respondents mention that using MFS provides them with a certain level of freedom. The affordance in this case is the potential for disinter-

mediation. Most of our respondents are unbanked and according to them, one of the major barriers in opening a bank account is the requirement

of various documents such as national identification card, proof of employment, a regular income, minimum balance, service charge etc. that many

of them do not possess. Some respondents, despite having bank accounts, prefer to use MFS for transferring small amounts since handling bank-

ing activities takes up quite a bit of time; and it is often difficult for respondents who work to find the necessary time. Some mention the problem

of matching the signature—a mandatory requirement in banks—for the issuance of a cheque. Some respondents cannot sign or even if they can, it
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does not fit the precise verification procedure of the banks. Some respondents mention that MFS agents often decline to withdraw small amounts

of money and as a result, maintaining personal MFS account is a better option.

The above discussion suggests that disintermediation ability affordance has two layers of actualization techniques. First, the agent-based sys-

tem frees them from the banks and second, personal accounts liberate them from the agents.

• I have an account in the bank, but I do not like the service much. I get confused sometimes…for example, with ATM machines…sometimes the

card gets stuck. If I send somebody else with cheques, then sometimes there is problem with signature matching etc. even though I have signed

it myself.

• I want to have it myself. In that way, I can recharge my account anytime. I do not have to wait for any agent.

• Sometimes agents delay intentionally. My family members are waiting in the village, but agents are so slow. I think this is a problem, so I have

opened my own account.

Some respondents who have bank accounts claim that they prefer MFS because it is difficult to send money to villages using banks. Older

parents often find it hard to withdraw money as many of the banks are situated far away from home. According to those respondents, MFS is less

time consuming and easier for their parents.

• My parents are old; they cannot travel to the bank. In fact, the banks are very far from our house. So, it will take a long time. But I can send

money within 10-15 minutes if I use bKash.

4.5 | Affordance 5: Self-sustainability

The respondents also mention how MFS have provided them with self-sustainability, an affordance that we define as the ability to perform cer-

tain tasks with little or no help from others. The respondents without a bank account are generally migrant workers who have come to the capital

city for better opportunities. Previously, these workers needed to ask someone from their own villages to carry the money over to their families

as a favor. Naturally, there was no control over the timing. Respondents were completely dependent on other people and sometimes had to pay a

share of the transportation costs. Some also experienced unfortunate incidents, for example, family members not receiving the full amount or the

carrier complaining about pick pockets and/or theft. The migrant workers felt insecure since they had no way to verify those claims and had to

trust whatever the carrier was telling them.

• “I no longer need to depend on anybody else. My parents can get the money immediately. It is also very convenient; it saves me a lot of time.”

• “Before, I had to send money through somebody, or sometimes I had to visit those people who are going to the village. And it was not 100% secure,

they may not deliver the full amount. It was so frustrating…I work really hard to send money to my family…”

Many female migrant workers mention that they feel safe since for using MFS they do not have to go outside. Most of these females work as

household helps for relatively wealthy families performing daily chores and looking after children of their employers. Therefore, it is difficult for

them to get free time and in some cases, permissions from their employers to go outside and send money either through an acquaintance from

their village or an MFS agent. Many females have come to the capital city for the first time and have little knowledge about the neighborhood

they are staying in. They argue that these situations are no longer binding since they can carry out transactions using MFS even staying indoors.

• I cannot go outside as I wish. Madam may not be at home or maybe she will not let me go outside. So, using MFS is easier for me to recharge

my mobile from home or send small amount to my family like 100, 200 taka.

• I cannot go outside at night. But maybe there is an emergency at my village home. So, I can easily send money from my mobile. I do not need

to wait for the morning and go to an agent.

• I may not get agent when I need. Also, they are always out of money…very annoying…I prefer my own account…no need to depend on agents.

Some respondents mention that the agent system liberates them from entering the number and amount by themselves since they are fearful

of making mistakes. In such cases, money will be sent to a wrong account. Some of them actually faced this problem and never got the money

back. Therefore, they claim that agent-based system helps them to complete transactions even if they do not understand the system themselves.

• I am not well educated. I can sign my name, yes. But I get afraid that I will put in a wrong number and then money will go to another account.

Then, how can I recover? I use agents. I feel that it is good. Even if I am not educated, I can use MFS like other educated people. I see many

educated people also use agents.
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Some respondents feel they acquire self-sustainability because they sense safety in the cashless nature of MFS. In Bangladesh, it can be risky

to carry cash in the road and even keep it at home. Respondents tell us that MFS reduce their chances of getting mugged. Some respondents

mention that MFS allow them to have a backup in case they forget their wallet at home.

• It helps me transact faster, you know, as opposed to carrying cash. It provides me with security. I do not have to worry about getting robbed

for big amount of cash I am carrying. This is such a relief.

• I always keep my money in mobile…who knows who will take the money away if I keep it at home?”
• I always try to keep a balance of 5,000 taka. If I go out in a hurry and forget my bag, then I can still operate since I have my phone with me. At

least, I can “cash out” 5,000 taka in any emergency. It gives me such mental peace.

The techniques for actualizing self-sustainability affordance are to open personal accounts and/ or maintain good relationships with agents

(because many of the respondents do not understand how to operate a mobile device even if it is a feature phone). The relatives at villages are

also encouraged to maintain good relationships with agents, or neighbors with personal MFS accounts.

4.6 | Affordance 6: Secrecy maintainability

Our analysis reveals an interesting affordance of secrecy maintainability. The respondents perceive MFS as a vehicle that allows them to maintain

confidentiality about their financial transactions and/or savings. In most cases, older females mention their need to send money to relatives with-

out letting their husband or adult children know about it. These females also feel empowered that money can be kept in their personal accounts

and since their family members usually do not know the PIN, the family members cannot withdraw the money by themselves. Some respondents

mention that they never informed their adult children even about their personal MFS accounts. Culturally, Bangladesh has specific gendered roles

and many female migrant workers do not have full control over their own earnings and how they spend it. From their perspective, MFS have given

them an opportunity to keep their transactions private since they do not require others' help.

• One problem is that there is a PIN. If my children know the PIN, they can withdraw. This is a problem for me. I can send money to my relatives.

They will not allow if they know.

• I can keep my money to myself. It is better…nobody can know that I have money. If I fall sick, then who knows if my children will take me to

the doctor or not…so, I will tell them I have money in my bKash, get that out for me and then take me to the doctor…Only then they will know

I have money.

• “Bank is different. MFS is personal. If I want to go to the bank, my children or husband will know. But I can use bKash and send money to my relatives

whenever I want. I have it in my phone.”

• If I were using banks, I needed to explain to my family members as well as to the bank officers why I am withdrawing money. They ask too

many questions. Suppose the bank can tell me you can only withdraw 10,000 taka today…yes, bKash also has a limit. But they do not ask me

questions…ha ha ha…

The technique employed to actualize secrecy maintainability affordance is to have a secret personal account and be vigilant about not sharing

the knowledge of it with others.

4.7 | Affordance 7: Networkability

MFS help our respondents to maintain and enhance their social networks by allowing them to send money regularly or in emergency situations to

their family members who live in remote villages and therefore, do not have easy access to banks. We term this affordance as networkability, that

is, capability of networking. In most cases, our respondents are the only earning members in the family and they make regular monthly transfers

through MFS. In other cases, they send money for emergencies such as surgery or medical treatments.

• Sometimes my family members from village inform me about their shortage of money. I can send immediately through bKash. If they are

happy, I am happy. I also recharge their phones from here.

• I send one thousand taka for my mother's medicine. Also, I can send 50, 100, or 200 taka to my relatives whenever they need it. At least, I can

be of some help. After all, they are family.

• We can help each other with this. If a friend or a family member is in need of money, I can use my mother's account or I can use an agent. It

basically allows me to help others.

• I am a widow, so people help me, and they send money through bKash. My brother sends me money from abroad. It is so easy.
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Some respondents mention that they feel good when they help their family members. The collectivistic culture of Bangladesh also puts pres-

sure on them to share their earnings. They send money not only to the immediate family members but also to the families of their maternal/

paternal uncles, cousins etc. Many are happy to do so since they know they are obtaining a “kindness credit,” a gesture that may be reciprocated

in the future. It seems to be a conscious decision by our respondents to use networkability affordance of MFS to develop social capital .

• I can help others in need. I feel good to do this. I know that they will help me in my time of need. This is important. I always try to help others.

However, this is not a new practice that has emerged with MFS. People have been using acquaintances from their villages to transfer money

for a long time; MFS has simply made networking less time-consuming and easier. Respondents actualize this affordance by using agents and/or

opening personal accounts and in many cases by introducing their family members—who are not familiar with these services—to the benefits of

MFS. Table 1 summarizes the affordances and the associated actualization techniques.

5 | DISCUSSION

We find that MFS use can open an action potential for accessing financial services if the users employ various techniques to actualize the

affordance within their social contexts. Other studies focusing on developing countries in Africa and Asia (Andrianaivo & Kpodar, 2011;

Donovan, 2012; Mishra & Bisht, 2013; Morawczynski, 2009; Siddik et al., 2014; Wenner et al., 2018; Zins & Weill, 2016) also find that unbanked

people tend to achieve at least a preliminary financial inclusion through MFS. Diniz et al. (2014) examine a case of financial inclusion in a banking

system in Brazil and argue that altering contexts rather than technology is crucial for successful implementation of an ICT4D project. Bisht and

Mishra (2016) analyze three ICT driven initiatives for financial services and find that these services are best utilized when along with the technol-

ogy structure the provider offers some level of flexibility for end users. Joia and dos Santos (2019) examine an ICT equipped bank branch on a

boat and find that even though the boat bank has been able to offer some financial services, contextual issues such as lack of basic financial edu-

cation and involvement of local people impede sustainable financial inclusion. Our research also suggests that actualization of financial services

accessibility by MFS users depends on their capability to navigate the system that is often obstructed by lack of knowledge and hence they have

to endure a period of ambivalence while comparing MFS and human carrier with regards to sending money to their village homes and also rely on

agents due to fear of making mistakes.

Our study reveals that MFS users often face decisional conflicts. They want to save for future expenditure (school admission fees, medical

care, wedding, dowry etc.) but they argue that the money will be spent away if it is in their hands. It points to the need of self-control, and MFS in

the absence of a bank account affords them to do so. They try to employ rules for self-control such as opening personal MFS accounts, exerting

mental efforts to “intentionally forget” about the amount and keeping the knowledge secret from other family members. This problem of self-

control is neatly captured by Thaler and Shefin (1981) in their groundbreaking work in behavioral economics where they dub this problem as a

conflict between “farsighted planner and myopic doer” (p. 392). They argue that “people will rationally choose to impose constraints on their own

behavior, …that such precommitments will occur primarily for those goods whose benefits and costs occur at different dates.” (Thaler &

Shefin, 1981, p. 398).

Mobile artifact, with its ability to blend multiple usage contexts, allows users to achieve multi-functionalities within rich social situations

(Middleton et al., 2014). Perceived mobility directly affects the intention to use MFS (Yen & Wu, 2016). The innate ubiquity and portability of

mobile devices engender multiple types of mobility such as spatial and temporal. MFS platforms, as we see in our study, alter the perception of

fixed space and time for financial transactions. Mobile devices make transformational impacts on lived experiences by altering the spatial and tem-

poral mobility even though everyday practices are deeply connected with time bound social activities (Green, 2002). These mobility affordances

also reduce the transaction costs of accessing financial services as we see that respondents are not bound by specific bank location and banking

hours.

Ability to disintermediate banks and MFS agents is another affordance that emerges as a recurring theme in our analysis. The respondents

actualize this affordance by using agent based MFS and also by opening their own accounts. It is interesting to note that MFS platforms in

Bangladesh are legally connected with different banks. However, our respondents perceive MFS as separate from traditional banking services

since from their perspective, it is less bothersome for small transactions. It is still early to say how the overall workings of the MFS are going to

play out in emerging markets like Bangladesh due to a variety of complex socially embedded issues (education, gender roles, power relations—

both individual and institutional), but, emergence of new types of financial systems such as MFS is surely going to alter the existing regulatory cli-

mate globally (Geva, 2016).

Thapa and Sein (2018) argue that an affordance sometimes may give rise to another new affordance. We observe a similar phenomenon. The

affordance of disintermediation ability does not only liberate our respondents from banks and agents, but also makes them less reliant on village

acquaintances for sending money to their families. Consequently, our respondents feel confident in their own capabilities to complete financial

transactions with little or no help from others. In other words, MFS give the users a self-sustainability affordance. As a result, they do not need to

maintain good relationships with weak social ties, and instead they focus on forging good relationships with MFS agents to actualize self-
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sustainability affordance. We argue that self-sustainability can give rise to an outcome of empowerment. Empowerment has been a frequent

theme in MFS research, but the conceptualizations of empowerment are different. Most of the research studies see empowerment either through

the lens of financial inclusion or gender (Adaba et al., 2019; Maurer, 2012; Mostafa, 2011; Nugroho & Chowdhury, 2015; Sam, 2017). In our case,

however, the respondents are not completing a novel transaction through MFS. They have been using acquaintances but without the control.

Therefore, by using MFS they unlock the potential to establish control over their transactions with very little or no help from others and feel emp-

owered as a result.

Self-sustainability, in a similar manner, can give rise to the affordance of secrecy maintainability. Many female respondents, as evident from

our findings, want to keep their transactions secret from their male family members. In Bangladesh, despite remarkable achievements in female

education, gender-based power asymmetry still looms large in most of the households. Females are not always allowed to make their own finan-

cial decisions. As presented in the findings, if female respondents send money to their parents and relatives, they want to keep those transactions

secret from their husbands and adult sons. In the past, maintaining this secrecy has been very difficult since they had no option but to send the

money via someone whom the family members recognize. After using MFS our respondents can complete their financial transactions in secrecy.

Morawczynski (2009), while investigating the use of M-Pesa in Kenya, finds a similar result since use of M-Pesa allowed females to accumulate

secret savings and enjoy a certain level of autonomy from their husbands. In our study, we find that our female respondents are not only con-

cerned about their husbands but also their adult sons who may take away their savings.

Another important affordance that emerges from MFS use is the potential for creating social capital through enhanced networkability. We find

that our respondents are eager to cultivate social ties by sending money to their family members, even to extended ones. This is expected since the

family social network in Bangladesh is quite widespread. The works by Thapa and Sein (2010) and Sein and Thapa (2018) on ICT use and social capital

are illuminating here. They find bonding, bridging, and linking social capital emerging from the use of wireless networking project in Nepal. In our

study, the networkability affordance emerging from MFS use is basically creating “bonding social capital” which refers to the social ties between peo-

ple of similar social backgrounds such as family, close relatives, friends, and neighbors (Thapa & Sein, 2010). Similar to what Morawczynski (2009)

observes in Kenya regarding the use of M-Pesa, we also find that many of our respondents actively invest in their immediate social networks by

transferring money to close social ties in times of need such as illness, school admission, marriage etc. It is interesting to note that these transfers are

not always simple charity. Some respondents view such transactions as “kindness credits” and expect a reciprocity of these kind gestures in due time.

The affordance of networkability, therefore, reveals an expectation of exchange relationship that is being supported and perpetuated by the use of

MFS. Therefore, we argue that networkability affords the MFS users to continue their membership in the community even if they are not physically

present in their villages. This active building of social capital situates our finding in a different angle compared with that of Sein and Thapa (2018)

who argue that existing “bridging and linking” social capital can facilitate the process of affordance perception and actualization. Based on our

TABLE 1 Affordances and associated actualization techniques

Affordances Actualization techniques

Financial Services Accessibility • Gaining knowledge about MFS from several sources and repeated use

• Evaluating pros and cons of transacting through an acquaintance versus using MFS

• Opening personal MFS account or using agent services

Self-Controlling Ability • Opening personal MFS account

• Deliberately trying to forget about the savings

• Keeping the knowledge of MFS account secret from family members

Spatial and Temporal Mobility • Maintaining personal MFS account

• Using the same agent every time to build trust

• In the absence of personal accounts maintaining good relationships with agents as

well as neighbors with personal MFS accounts

Disintermediation Ability • Using agents to become free from the banks

• Using personal MFS account to become free from the agents

Self-Sustainability • Opening personal MFS account

• Maintaining good relationships with agents

Secrecy Maintainability • Maintaining personal MFS account

• Keeping the PIN secret

• Keeping knowledge of the personal account secret

Networkability • Introducing MFS to family members

• Using agent-based system

• Opening personal MFS account

Abbreviation: MFS, mobile financial services.
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findings, we argue that networkability of MFS can actually help in creating and maintaining the “bonding” social capital as an outcome when users

actively take the decision to invest in the relationship as seen by Thapa et al. (2012) in their work in Nepal.

6 | CONCLUSION

This research makes contribution to the extant ICT4D literature on MFS in four ways. First, using affordance theory as a guiding tool in MFS con-

text, this research illuminates the socially and culturally embedded use of the MFS platforms by identifying the latent MFS affordances. Second,

there is a lack of research on MFS use in developing countries. Only M-Pesa in Kenya received a certain level of attention from scholarly research.

Even though MFS have started stamping a foothold in Bangladesh, almost no academic research exists that aims to build deeper understanding of

how MFS platforms help users in Bangladesh, or similar developing countries, to accomplish their everyday goals by unlocking the affordances.

Third, our research sheds light on how differently women in a developing country like Bangladesh use MFS platforms based on their goals that

are quite dissimilar to the goals of the men. The self-sustainability and secrecy maintainability affordances point to the need to gender disaggre-

gate the technology usage data to reveal possible unconventional use by women. Lastly, our study reinforces the idea that MFS help in supporting

communities by helping the users to build social capital through enhanced and easier networkability.

The practical implications of this research are fourfold. First, this research will help providers of MFS services to understand their product

beyond design and usability features. Affordances and actualization techniques uncovered in this study illuminate the complex goal directed

behaviors pursued by MFS users. This understanding can potentially unlock new ways to reach target markets by altering the messages that reso-

nate with the affordances. Second, policymakers can understand how MFS are influencing the lives of the citizenry while assessing the effective-

ness of those services. It is important to note that numeric statistics such as number of transactions, amount of money transferred alone cannot

depict the true nature of social embeddedness of MFS in a developing country like Bangladesh. Third, the designers of MFS products as well as

mobile applications also need to understand how their intended design and/or product features are being utilized in connection with actual needs.

Understanding the affordances may help them to come up with better product and design features and educate the potential users in different

ways. Fourth, people who are still facing ambivalence regarding using MFS may also develop a new notion about the usefulness of these tools

once they acquire more knowledge of the affordances.

This study has implications for future research. Researchers can study affordances in different contexts, for example, studies can be con-

ducted to understand affordances and actualization techniques utilized by merchants and government agencies that use MFS as a supporting tool.

This understanding can facilitate economic research on how efficient and effective MFS based delivery system has been in terms of speed, reduc-

tion of corruption, access to services, and so on.

Despite having important scholarly research and practical implications, this study has limitations too. The study is conducted in Dhaka, the

capital of Bangladesh. Even though our interviewees vary in age, gender, education, and occupation, it might have been possible to uncover more

details if people living in other parts of the country had been included. Also, this study focuses only on individual users of MFS, and therefore,

does not reveal any organizational affordances that may result from MFS based transactions.
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TABLE A1 Data analysis process

Goals  Data extracts Sub-themes Affordance Themes 
- Send money  

- Receive money 

- Save money 

“I want to send money to my 

parents” 

“I need to pay my suppliers” 

“I am a widow…my brother sends 

me money in bKash 

“Suppose I am short by 1000 taka. 

What can I do? Then, I pull the 

money from my bKash. When I have 

extra, I put it in my bKash. Then, I 

take it out when I am in real trouble.” 

“I do not have capacity to open a 

bank account. So, I can keep even 

100 – 200 taka. Can I do that in a 

bank?” 

Providing 

basic 

financial 

services   

      No bank account 

Financial Services 

Accessibility 

- Save money for 

future 

expenditure  

“I do not have a bank account. If I 

have the money in my hand, 

somehow it will go away. But, if I 

keep it in bKash, it will be there 

when I need it for an emergency such 

as my daughter’s exam fee.” 

“If I had kept it in my hand, you 

know, it would never stay….So, I 

keep it in bKash” 

Problems with 

regulating 

oneself  

Putting a binding 

   Self- controlling  

Ability 

- Send money at 

any time 

- send and 

receive money 

quickly 

“In our business, most people use 

either bKash or Rocket. It is 

necessary for us because bank is open 

for transactions for a limited time
only.” 

“I do not have to stand in line for 
hours.” 

          Time  

          flexibility 

Time  

            saving 

            Temporal Mobility 

What is the actual role of MFS in this goal accomplishment? 

What is the underlying socially embedded potential that MFS is 

helping to unlock which other modes of goal accomplishment 

are not currently doing adequately? 

- Do not want to 

pay bus fare 

- Do not want to 

send old parents 

or young 

daughters far 

from home to 

receive money 

- Do not want to 

stand in line 

“My village house is far… my 

daughter…. has works to do...and it 

is not safe always...” 

“Before I had to go far with money, 

I had to pay bus fare” 

“My parents are old...they cannot 

walk far in this heat...” 

Reducing 

tension 

regarding 

unsafe 

travels and 

destinations 

Saving 

money by      

reducing the 

need to 

travel 

 Reducing  

 difficult   

 travel  

               Spatial  

               Mobility 

(Continues)
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TABLE A1 (Continued)

- Do not want to 

deal with bank 

procedures or 

uncooperative 

agents 

- Do not want to 

send parents to 

banks to receive 

money because 

old parents 

often do not 

understand the 

complicated 

bank 

procedures, and 

completing 

these 

procedures are 

time consuming 

“I have an account in the bank, but I 

do not like the service much. I get 

confused sometimes...for example, 

with ATM machines” 

“I can recharge my account anytime. 

I do not have to wait for any agent.” 

“My parents are old; they cannot 

travel to the bank.  

“If I send somebody else with 

cheques, then sometimes there is 

problem with signature matching” 

In fact, the banks are very far from 

our house. So, it will take a long time 

Helping people 

without 

education to get 

financial 

services without 

going to the 

bank 

Alternative/ 

Choice to 

bypass agents 

Alternative /  

Choice to 

bypass bank 

procedures 

       Disintermediation      

       Ability  

I can send money 

myself or with the 

help of agents 

“I no longer need to depend on 

anybody else” 

“I cannot go outside as I wish. 

Madam may not be at home or 

maybe she will not let me go outside. 

So, MFS is easier for me to recharge 

my mobile from home or send small 

amount to my family like 100, 200 

taka.” 

“I am not well educated…I use 

agents. I feel that it is good. Even if I 

am not educated, I can use MFS like 

other educated people.” 

Freedom from 

using other 

people 

Overcoming 

barrier/ 

Enhancing 

competence / 

Boosting 

confidence 

             Self-Sustainability 

Do not want to let 

anybody know 

about my money 

“I can send money to my relatives. 

My children will not allow if they 

know.” 

“Bank is different. MFS is personal. 

If I want to go to the bank, my 

children or husband will know. But 

I can use bKash and send money to 

my relatives whenever I want. I 

have it in my phone.” 

Concealing 

financial 

transactions 

Hiding 

savings 

from family 

members 

              Secrecy     

              Maintainability  

Want to help 

family 

members/friends 

in emergency,  

they will also help 

me back 

“Sometimes my family members 

from village inform me about their 

shortage of money. I can send 

immediately through bKash. If they 

are happy, I am happy.”  

“I can help others in need. I feel good 

doing this. I know that they will help 

me in my time of need.” 

Gratification 

from helping 

others  

Obtaining 

‘kindness 

credit’  

     Networkability 

Abbreviation: MFS, mobile financial services.
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