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E B O L A  R E S P O N S E  
C A S E  S T U D Y

At the height of the Ebola crisis, Sierra Leone turned 
to mobile wallets to make fast, accurate, and secure 
payments to Response Workers. Before digitization, 
cash payments were slow, inaccurate, and open to 
graft and theft.
 	 Digitization cut payment times from over 
one month to around one week, putting an end 
to payment-related strikes. In doing so, digital 
payments strengthened Sierra Leone’s capacity to 
contain the Ebola disease, treat those infected, and 
ultimately save lives.
	 In the process, digitizing payments also delivered 
cost savings of more than US$10 million by eliminating 
double-payment, reducing fraud, removing the costs 
of physical cash transportation and security, and 
cutting travel costs for Response Workers.
 	 This case study sets out key lessons from 
Sierra Leone’s experience using digital payments 
to help combat Ebola. In particular, with health 
epidemics, natural disasters, and conflicts on the 
rise, governments need to take early action, in 
partnership with the humanitarian and development 
community and the private sector. Specifically, 
this case study shows how putting in place critical 
infrastructure and public education before a crisis 
hits can have a major impact in saving money, and 
more importantly, saving lives.
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Ebola proved to be one of the deadliest viruses of the modern 
era, with Sierra Leone among the countries hardest hit: More 
than 14,000 people in Sierra Leone were infected with the virus, 
and nearly 4,000 people died as a result. The Ebola crisis also 
inflicted major economic losses, reducing economic growth 
in the country from a projected growth rate of 11.5 percent in 
2014 to actual growth of 4 percent in 2014 and a contraction 
of 21 percent in 2015. However, amidst this large-scale loss of 
life, human suffering, and economic devastation, the response 
to the Ebola crisis demonstrates the vast potential of digital 
payments to improve humanitarian response capabilities and to 
save human lives in large numbers.  

By turning to digital payments during the Ebola crisis, Sierra 
Leone was also able to substantially improve the security, 
transparency, and efficiency of paying Ebola Response Workers 
(“Response Workers”). Sierra Leone also generated major cost 
savings, compared to the expense of moving cash around during 
an extremely dangerous time in the country. The combination of 
these two benefits – saving lives and saving money – stands as 
a remarkable achievement in the humanitarian field.

Indeed, the rapid deployment of digital payments to  
Response Workers can lay claim to some impressive  
achievements which merit the attention of governments,  
donors, and international organizations.

DIGITAL PAYMENTS  
Avoided  
the loss of 800working days 
Ebola Response Workforce During the Initial Months 

Digital payments enabled Response Workers to remain on the front 
lines and help save lives by preventing strikes that were severely 
reducing Sierra Leone’s Ebola response workforce prior to the 
digitization of payments. Specifically, the improved speed and accuracy 
of payments following the transition from cash to digital payments 
reduced strikes from an average of eight per month to zero. With an 
average of 100 people taking part in each strike, this prevented the 
loss of around 800 working days from Sierra Leone’s Ebola response 
workforce during the initial months after digitization.1 As a result, 
digital payments enabled Response Workers to remain at work on the 
front lines combating the Ebola virus and its impacts.  
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DIGITAL PAYMENTS  
Delivered a cost saving of 

US$10.7 million
This case study calculates that digital payments delivered a cost 
saving of US$10.7 million over the 13 month period that payments 
were digitized from December 2014 to January 2016.2 To put this in 
perspective, this saving is equivalent to the annual cost of funding 
Sierra Leone’s Free Health Care Program that caters for 1.4 million 
children under 5 years and 250,000 pregnant women.   
	 This saving was achieved by a combination of removing incorrectly 
or fraudulently registered payment recipients, digitally updating 
changes to recipients’ roles and payment categories, removing costs 
associated with cash payment operations, and substantially cutting 
travel costs for recipients who no longer needed to travel to designated 
cash payment centers once digital payments were implemented.

DIGITAL PAYMENTS  
Shortened payment time for Response  
Workers from over one month to  

One  Week
As one of the most contagious and deadly diseases the world has seen 
in modern times, the Ebola virus presented grave threats to people in 
the affected countries. However, Ebola presented a particularly acute 
threat to the thousands of Response Workers who were so critical 
to stopping the spread of the disease and saving the lives of those 
infected. This made the work of Response Workers highly dangerous. 
Indeed, the ultimate success of Response Workers in combating Ebola 
came at a very heavy price: Across the three countries principally 
affected – Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone – there were 881 cases of 
Ebola reported among medical staff by the end of 2015, and 512 deaths.   
	 Prior to digital payments being deployed, this workforce was 
substantially reduced by strike actions when cash payments proved 
slow, unreliable, and open to graft and theft. However, digital payments 
shortened the delivery time of payments to Response Workers from 
over one month on average for cash payments to one week on average 
for digital payments. As a result, after digitization of payments, strike 
actions practically ceased, giving Sierra Leone the full workforce it 
needed to screen the population at large and identify, isolate, and treat 
carriers of the disease.  
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DIGITIZING RESPONSE WORKER PAYMENTS:  
Sierra Leone’s Core Strategy to Deploy a 
Workforce Equal to the Task of Combating Ebola

The alarming speed with which Ebola spread – exacerbated by chronically 
underdeveloped health systems in the affected countries – demanded that 
Response Workers be deployed as rapidly as possible and in very large 
numbers. Yet the alarming rates of infection and death meant there was 
an urgent need to compensate Response Workers for the risks they were 
taking, and to incentivize them to join and remain in the fight against Ebola. 
Central to fulfilling this need was providing secure, reliable, and immediate 
salary payments to Response Workers on the front lines.  

In response to these huge challenges, the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) was requested by UNMEER’s Special Representative to 
the Secretary General to lead work on hazard payments, with technical 
assistance from the United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF). 
UNCDF agreed to send a technical specialist to Freetown, Sierra Leone 
to lead the Payments Programme for Ebola Response Workers (PPERW) 
team. UNDP then asked the Better Than Cash Alliance (BTCA), hosted by 
UNCDF, to support UNDP’s work with the authorities in Guinea, Liberia, and 
Sierra Leone to coordinate payments for thousands of treatment center 
staff, lab technicians, contact tracers, and burial teams. BTCA provided 
expert personnel to help design and implement digital payments to 
Response Workers, and brought together bilateral partners such as USAID 
with private sector partners such as Visa and MasterCard and international 
organizations such as Mercy Corps, to ensure the best possible expertise 
and resources were available.

Under the UN Mission for Ebola Emergency Response (UNMEER), UNDP 
helped to track payments and improve the existing systems through which 
they were being delivered to the Response Workers. In Sierra Leone, 
policymakers put digital payments at the center of the country’s response 
to the Ebola Crisis. UNMEER implemented the Payments Programme for 
Ebola Response Workers (“the Payments Programme”), which digitized 
hazard payments to over 15,000 Response Workers in Sierra Leone over 
the course of just two weeks during the height of the crisis in December 
2015, eventually expanding to 26,600 by the end of March 2015.

The use of digital payments to incentivize and compensate Response 
Workers helped ensure Sierra Leone was able to deploy a workforce equal 
to the task of combating Ebola.  
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STORIES FROM EBOLA RESPONSE WORKERS  

Digital payments:  boosting transparency 
of payments and reducing theft 

The decision of the government of Sierra Leone to swab 
all corpses during the crisis led John to apply to be a 
Response Worker in return for hazard payments for his 
work. As a “swabber,” John was aware that he could 
contract Ebola through this work but wanted to serve his 
country during the crisis. He had lost a sister to the Ebola 
virus and had become the primary caretaker for her two 
children. Like many people from poor communities, he 
was also incentivized by the monthly hazard payment 
of SLL 800,000 (approximately US$250). As John was 
previously unemployed, hazard payments were the only 
means through which he could support his parents, his 
wife, and the two children of his deceased sister.  

John’s work took place almost 100 miles from the 
District Health Management Team where his initial 
payments – to be delivered in cash – were scheduled 
to take place. It was diffi  cult for him to get accurate 
information about the dates of his scheduled payments, 
with the result that he was not able to plan his travels 
to arrive on payday. Consequently, someone else 
claimed his monthly hazard payments in October and 

November. It is reported that large crowds made it 
diffi  cult for payment offi  cials to check identifi cation, so 
cash payments were disbursed with minimal verifi cation 
of the correct recipient.  

John noted: “I am a victim of such fraud cases.” He 
reported the matter to his manager – the Community 
Health Offi  cer and the District Medical Offi  cer (DMO), who 
investigated and compensated John, although the culprit 
was never identifi ed or charged. John said such incidents 
happened in many other cases. 

However, from December to March, John was paid 
into a mobile wallet, dramatically increasing the security, 
effi  ciency, and transparency of his payments, and hence 
reducing theft . In April, he opened a bank account and 
subsequently received his monthly hazard payments 
in his bank account. John also noted that he was able 
to save because senior offi  cials were not able to make 
unauthorized deductions from his digital payments: 
“When payments were made on the table, I always lost 
some of my money to my bosses.” 

JOHN FOFANAH
SWABBER �VOLUNTEER� 

MALAL MARA COMMUNITY HEALTH CENTER 
TONKOLILI DISTRICT
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The Importance of Establishing Infrastructure 
Today and Digitizing Payments in a Way that 
Advances Long-Term Financial Inclusion  

Sierra Leone was the only country among the Ebola epicenters where 
digitization of hazard payments was a realistic option because of pre-existing 
conditions. This case study examines these conditions, and Sierra Leone’s 
experiences using digital payments as a central plank of its humanitarian 
crisis response, in order to help other governments be better prepared.

Along with a discussion of implementation issues and key results in Sierra 
Leone, the case study offers important lessons for governments, the 
private sector, and the international development community about how to 
leverage digital payments in humanitarian crises and to do so in a way that 
can advance long-term financial inclusion.  

Given the massive challenges facing the humanitarian sector 
around the world, including conflicts that lead to massive 
migrations and the potential for major pandemics to spread 
rapidly, the capacity of digital payments to improve response 
outcomes is highly compelling. 

The Sierra Leone experience demonstrates that digital 
payments can mobilize a large-scale workforce quickly, 
effectively, and sustainably. However, to fully leverage the power 
of digital payments in crisis situations, governments, the private 
sector, and international organizations need to develop critical 
infrastructure today in order for digital payments to be deployed 
as quickly as possible when a crisis strikes. This case study is 
intended to provide support for that cooperation and dialogue, 
so that the lessons of a tragic time in Sierra Leone’s history 
can be put to good use in better preparing for future crises, 
wherever they may occur in the world. 
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Digital payments can deliver major reductions  
to payment times and dramatically improve  
the accuracy of payments during crises. 
Ensuring that Response Workers receive their payments in 
full and on time substantially reduces strike actions that can 
severely reduce crisis response workforces and impede a 
country’s capacity to contain pandemics and care for those 
affected. As a result, using digital payments to ensure a strong 
workforce can have a major impact in terms of saving lives, as 
was the case in Sierra Leone where this case study calculates 
digital payments helped save 2,095 lives.

In order to realize these and other benefits, 
governments need to show leadership in 
preparing early for humanitarian crises, 
particularly by developing and implementing 
national policy frameworks that drive effective 
and flexible digital payments ecosystems. 
Typically, emergency payment cash transfers are supported 
by national payment policies that stipulate by whom, in what 
amounts, and how frequently cash payments can be made. 
During crises, these policies often need rapid and drastic 
revisions. It is vital that governments establish clear roles and 
responsibilities between implementing agencies, particularly 
those with financial regulatory responsibilities. In particular, it 
is crucial that implementing agencies are able to accurately 
identify and verify payment recipients in order to maximize the 
cost efficiency of digital payments and build public confidence 
in digital payments as an alternative to cash.

�Governments need to provide clear  
operational guidelines and resources  
to support implementation of digital  
payments in order to reduce delays and 
resistance to change from those who are 
responsible for distributing payments. 
Due to successful global advocacy for digitizing payments 
by organizations like the Better Than Cash Alliance, the 
government of Sierra Leone understood the potential 
benefits of digital payments. However, Sierra Leone still 
encountered resistance to new digital processes from a range 
of stakeholders (for example, some program participants 
objected to no longer requiring written signatures for funds). 
Resistance to new digital processes in various forms is 
calculated to have delayed the transition to digital payments 
during the Ebola crisis by around 30 days. Providing clear 
guidelines and resources – including targeted education of non-
traditional stakeholders like local fiduciary agents and audit 
firms – can reduce this resistance by highlighting alternative 
checks and balances built into the new digital processes, and 
hence can smooth the transition to digital payments.  

Digital payments can deliver major  
cost savings both to governments  
and to payment recipients.  
In the case of Sierra Leone, digital payments delivered a 
total cost saving of $10.7 million over the 13 months from 
December 2014 to January 2016. These savings can be 
generated in particular through far greater efficiency in making 
payments, and preventing double-payments and payments 
to fraudulently registered recipients. Correctly registered 
recipients also share in these cost savings because costs 
associated with traveling long distances to designated cash 
payment centers are dramatically reduced or eliminated. 

Having a digital payments infrastructure  
in place prior to a crisis striking dramatically  
improves the deployment of digital  
payments and delivers better outcomes  
for all stakeholders.  
Sierra Leone entered the crisis with 90 percent mobile phone 
access and coverage across the country, and a strong national 
network of mobile payment agents. This infrastructure proved 
an advantage in deploying digital payments during the crisis. 
However, in other areas, underdeveloped infrastructure held 
back this deployment and the ongoing adoption of digital 
payments after the crisis. A key lesson from Sierra Leone is 
that it is vital to put in place financially inclusive accounts and 
other infrastructure that enables recipients of digital payments 
to use those funds to pay for food and other basic goods and 
services digitally. Without this infrastructure, digital payments 
will nearly always be converted to cash, curtailing the larger 
and long-term benefits of shifting to digital payments, and 
limiting the outcome of sustained financial inclusion. By 
contrast, having these systems in place well before the 
onset of any crisis ensures that payments infrastructure is 
functioning effectively. If payers, recipients, and acceptance 
networks are already familiar with using digital payments, the 
transition is easier, faster, and smoother.

Digitizing the preliminary processes for 
Government to People (G2P) and Development 
Agency/Donor to People (D2P) payments  
expedites the deployment and expands the  
benefits of digital payments in crisis situations. 
Without digitization of preliminary processes like worker 
identification, registration, and payee list management, 
digitization of payments alone cannot solve the major 
challenges of leakage and double-payments, ghost workers, 
inefficiencies due to duplication of processes, and timely 
payments to the correct recipients. This was the clear 
conclusion of all stakeholders involved in the Payments 
Programme during the Ebola crisis in Sierra Leone.

Key learnings from the journey from cash to digital 
payments during the Ebola crisis in Sierra Leone
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Key principles of responsible digital 
payments proved crucial for widespread and 
sustained adoption of digital payments during 
and after humanitarian crises. 
The extent to which digital payments are widely adopted 
during and after crises – by policymakers and general 
populations – will depend on how well financial inclusion 
stakeholders are able to create responsible and inclusive 
digital payments capabilities. Making responsible and inclusive 
capabilities available to the broader community is vital to 
building public trust in digital payments, and in turn, improving 
adoption and acceptance rates. Among the broader principles 
of responsible financial inclusion,3 key insights emerging from 
the Ebola crisis in Sierra Leone include:

• �Managing risks and providing redress mechanisms: 
While many recipients reported high levels of satisfaction 
with digital payments, there was clear evidence of network 
management issues that created financial risks for recipients, 
such as unlawful or excessive agent fees. Such risks can 
heavily impact people with very low incomes, particularly 
women and children who are often more vulnerable to 
adverse financial events like unexpected costs. Educating 
recipients about these financial risks and providing accessible, 
practical, and effective redress mechanisms is crucial to 
boosting acceptance of digital payments in a sustained way.  

• �Designing products and services to meet specific needs: 
Low levels of literacy and numeracy among some payment 
recipients can present a challenge to implementing digital 
payments in many developing economies. Technology is 
helping surmount these and other challenges. For example, 
voice-operated devices can often be used to address 
problems relating to low literacy. Biometric technology, such 
as fingerprint scanning, can be used to address problems 
associated with a lack of identification documents. However, 
in Sierra Leone, the risk of transmission of the Ebola virus by 
physical contact meant fingerprint scanning was problematic, 
but facial recognition software proved effective in its place. 
The Sierra Leone experience demonstrates how tailored 
products and services are essential to facilitating adoption. 

Partnerships are crucial to the effectiveness  
of digital payments during crises and as an  
ongoing driver of financial inclusion after  
crises have passed. 
The Sierra Leone experience highlights two partnerships 
that are foundational to success. The first is the partnership 
between the government and the private sector. The second is 
the partnership needed between the humanitarian sector and 
digital financial inclusion stakeholders. 

• �Commitment from, and partnership with, the private 
sector is vital. Existing private sector networks, 
infrastructure, and expertise can help deliver digital 
payment solutions faster and support sustained adoption of 
digital payments platforms after crises pass. Cooperation 
among government, the private sector, and international 
organizations is particularly crucial to building up 
infrastructure prior to a crisis, so that digital payments can 
be deployed with minimal delay when then the need arises.

• �The humanitarian sector and digital financial inclusion 
stakeholders should partner more systematically.  
By working together, there is a higher chance of 
implementing digital payments quickly and effectively, and 
of developing processes that promote financial inclusion and 
drive economic opportunities after the crisis has passed, 
particularly for women and girls, who make up the majority 
of the world’s population of people excluded from formal 
economies and financial systems. Both the humanitarian 
sector and financial inclusion stakeholders need to 
incorporate each other’s perspectives and experiences to 
drive more robust policymaking and better outcomes.



The Better Than Cash Alliance Case Study Series
The Better Than Cash Alliance case studies seek to highlight specific 
examples of shifts to digital payments by governments, companies and 
international organizations. Each case study aims to provide insights 
for a wide audience on the factors that have helped or hindered the 
digitization process, and also present key results and benefits of the 
transition away from cash. We hope that readers will be able to adapt 
the lessons from these cases to their own contexts and local conditions. 
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