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Introduction 
 
Digital transformation in Africa is seen as fundamental for closing gaps in development, 
building forward from the COVID-19 pandemic and achieving the SDGs and Agenda 2063. 
Multiple frameworks have been developed to guide digital transformation at the continental 
and national levels, and many African countries are driving change through e-commerce, 
innovation hubs, start-up, incubators, fintech and mobile money. However, the public sector 
often lags behind in adopting digital technologies, meaning that some of the foundations for 
broader digitalisation are still missing and large portions of the region’s population remain 
excluded from the benefits of technology. This sustains/exacerbates the digital divide and 
stalls further progress. Tools and knowledge are urgently needed to prioritise, implement 
and coordinate digital strategies in order to capture the opportunities of this ongoing change 
in Africa’s development landscape and ensure equitable outcomes. 
 
A major component of digitalisation strategies is transforming the public sector to align with, 
support and regulate economic transformation, and to meet basic development needs. E-
government initiatives in LMICs have been on the rise in recent years, albeit unevenly, in key 
policy areas such as public administration, financial service and social protection, business 
and agriculture, education, healthcare, and WASH. Initiatives have often been small scale 
and outsourced, with limited learning and evidence on what, when and how to scale 
inclusively. In the last year, COVID-19 has forced / accelerated the shift to online services, 
with varying degrees of preparedness and varying success in reaching the poorest and most 
vulnerable. 
 
A growing body of evidence suggests that technology and data have the potential to 
increase the effectiveness and efficiency of basic services in Africa, but these benefits are 
not a given, nor to whom they accrue. It is now common rhetoric that transitioning to digital 
technologies can both widen (e.g. with remote learning) and narrow (e.g. in certain digital 
cash transfer programs) existing inequalities. An inclusive approach to research and policy, 
which places equity and participation at the core, has been largely missing. It is fundamental 
that the assessment and design of digital services be broadened beyond access/availability 
to look at usage, relevance and affordability, but also deepened to understand the impacts 
on development outcomes at the disaggregated level. 
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At a broader scale, with trends in digitalisation unlikely to reverse, the primary question is not 
if, but how, African governments should transform themselves. Much work remains to move 
from a world of sectoral digital building blocks (digitalisation at the program level or in one 
part of the service value chain) to an integrated system with universal safe access to, and 
routine use of, digital technologies. To date, relatively few citizens have digital IDs, and few 
governments have invested strategically, or at the necessary scale, in digital skills and 
infrastructure. There is also a need to strengthen and harmonize legislation on intellectual 
property, data pricing and privacy, in order to protect the rights of vulnerable citizens and 
mitigate the risks of rapid digitalisation. The pandemic has reinforced the role of 
governments in promoting and regulating digital service development and, at the same time, 
highlighted conflicts of interest, power imbalances and other barriers which stall the 
digitalisation process and prevent equitable outcomes. Stronger coordination and investment 
at the regional and continental levels, as well as partnerships with/oversight by a broader 
range of stakeholders, are crucial to overcome technical and political obstacles to 
transforming basic services. 
 
All of this raises many questions. How exactly does digitalisation relate to inclusion? Which 
digital service interventions exist in different countries/sectors, and (how) do they address 
exclusion? To what extent are the broader conditions for successful transformation being 
met, and how complete are they? How can we design, implement and scale digital basic 
services in an inclusive way which fits African contexts? And what can policymakers and 
donors do to ensure universal high-quality digital services which realise their potential for 
inclusive development? These questions are the starting point of this document, and of the 
new research program for INCLUDE. 
 

Box 1. Background, structure and methodology of this document 

This brief builds upon the discussion from the last INCLUDE platform meeting (see 
Session 5 minutes, November 2020), and incorporates insights from a brief literature as 
well as informant interviews with experts in the field, to form the basis of a new research 
program centred around our third research theme, ‘Access to basic services’, and Africa’s 
digitalisation agenda.1 It aims to provide an overview of knowledge and practices on this 
topic, identify the added-value/position of our organisation in the digitalisation debate, and 
formulate some specific research questions which will ultimately form a call for proposals.  

PART 1 clarifies the concept of digitalisation within basic services and outlines the 
theoretical channels for inclusion. 
PART 2 sets this debate within the broader digitalisation agenda and the state of digital 
transformation in Africa. 
PART 3 looks briefly at existing digital basic service interventions in Africa and shows 
what research has (and has not) addressed in terms of evaluating interventions through 
an inclusive lens. 
PART 4 takes a broader look at the conditions necessary to ensure that digital basic 
services evolve inclusively and the main obstacles/pitfalls to transformation. 
PART 5 identifies key indicators and knowledge gaps, and lays out the approach for a 
research program through which INCLUDE would contribute significantly to the knowledge 
base and practice on this topic. 

 

 
 

 
1 Interviewees included Taskeen Adam, EdTech Hub; Jenny Aker, Centre for Global Development and Tuffts 
University; Erik van Stobbe, Wageningen University; and Karin Pfeffer, University of Twente. 
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PART 1 
 

What do we mean by digitalisation of basic services? 
 

‘E-governance is the use of ICTs to improve the provision of information and 
services and encourage citizen participation in decision-making processes, to make 
government more accountable, transparent and effective’ (PIWA & UNDP, 2009). 

 
At a fundamental level, digitalising basic services involves adopting and using digital data 
and technologies to alter the structures and processes of new and existing government 
services (see typologies in the table below). There is a conceptual distinction to be made 
between digitisation, which is the process of converting analogue to digital, and digitalisation, 
which involves using these changes to transform how services are carried out and how 
governments and citizens interact, and to create new (digital) flows of financing and 
information. E-government can include digital public goods, such as digital platforms, 
databases, tools and service products, and the supporting digital training programs and 
policies, which facilitate basic service access and encourage broader economic 
transformation through digital means. 
 
There are 3 main models of digital basic services, used across multiple public sectors: 

Basic service model Examples 

Government-to-citizen (G2C)2 e-banking, e-learning, e-health, taxes and subsidies, 
individual licences, digital payments (such as money 
transfers, input vouchers, fees and fines) 

Government-to-business (G2B) e-regulations, digital licences and procurement, digital 
payments (business credit) 

Government-to-government 
(G2G) 

e-administration and other decentralised government 
activities 

 
According to a framework developed by the UNDP, e-governance has three core 
components (e-administration, e-service, and e-participation) and three cross-cutting 
components (access to ICT and connectivity, access to information, and regulation and 
political environment). Importantly, digitalisation is not an end goal; rather, a citizen-centred 
approach is needed, where technology becomes a tool to strengthen communication and 
practices which serve other development objectives, with the end goal being to equitably and 
sustainably increase wellbeing and capabilities. 
 
For this research program, we look specifically at government services, where national or 
local governments are the lead actor initiating the provision of a service. It must be 
acknowledged, however, that other (non-state) actors are often involved in funding, advising, 
implementing and monitoring basic service programs, and that citizens are not just 
beneficiaries of top-down service provision, but also active agents using technology to 
provide information and services to their governments. Because of this, the political 
economy aspects of digitalising basic services – how it is viewed, discussed, regulated, and 
organised between stakeholders (with links to power, participation, and privacy) – are 
important to consider. 

 
 

 
2 We consider here the two-way transaction between citizens and governments, which includes feedback to 
authorities through digital communication. This reverse channel has strong links with civic space, participation 
and democracy.  

http://africapolicyreview.com/deploying-e-government-technology-in-africa/
http://africapolicyreview.com/deploying-e-government-technology-in-africa/
https://medium.com/@colleenchapco/digitization-digitalization-and-digital-transformation-whats-the-difference-eff1d002fbdf
http://wisat.org/wp-content/uploads/unpan034002.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/IParticipation/e-Governance%20and%20Citizen%20Paticipation%20in%20West%20Africa%20(UNDP-IPAO%20Report%20English).pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/IParticipation/e-Governance%20and%20Citizen%20Paticipation%20in%20West%20Africa%20(UNDP-IPAO%20Report%20English).pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/IParticipation/e-Governance%20and%20Citizen%20Paticipation%20in%20West%20Africa%20(UNDP-IPAO%20Report%20English).pdf
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Through which channels does digitalisation drive inclusion within basic 
services? 
 

‘The quantity and quality of public services varies widely, in part due to 
information asymmetries, high transaction costs, and weak institutions; 

[moreover]…, the constraints related to access to and quality of public service 
provision seem to disproportionately affect the poor’ (Aker, 2017).3 

 
The process of digitalisation can help to address these obstacles by increasing the (cost-) 
effectiveness, efficiency, equity and governance of basic service provision. In particular, 
technology and data can help to reach marginalised groups quickly through stronger 
identification, delivery and feedback mechanisms. In line with the UNDP’s core concepts of 
e-governance mentioned above, there are three broad channels through which digitalisation 
can improve basic service provision.4 These channels are similar across sectors and fairly 
unanimous within the literature. 
 
1. Information/management: Digital tools can increase the volume, timeliness and 

accuracy of data available to both citizens and governments. This information can be 
used to better assess local needs and preferences and to monitor program quality in 
real-time, which contribute to more targeted and adaptive service programs that address 
gaps in coverage and respond more dynamically to diverse and changing groups of 
vulnerable people. Strengthening data systems can also increase transparency between 
government agencies and between governments and citizens, which can raise 
accountability, reduce corruption, and improve coordination and data sharing between 
programs for more equitable investments across social groups and geographical areas. 
 

2. Service delivery: At the operational level, technology and data can strengthen the 
implementation of basic service programs in many ways, by improving efficiency (e.g. 
greater speed, lower transaction costs, less duplication and leakage); improving quality 
and effectiveness (e.g. different modalities to fit the local context, fewer errors, better 
targeting and tailoring); improving coverage (e.g. the number of beneficiaries and 
distance reached); and facilitating faster and greater resource mobilisation. 
 

3. Participation: E-governance has been strongly tied to e-participation - both the overall 
participation of service users in policy design and feedback, and the accessibility of 
different types of users. By enabling more contact between citizens and their elected 
officials, and by increasing the flow of information, technology can help vulnerable 
groups to become more aware of which services exist locally, and empower them to 
voice their needs and demand accountability from decision makers. In this regard, digital 
communication can create channels for broader stakeholder engagement and 
strengthen the representation of marginalised groups in policymaking processes. 

 

 
  

 
3 See also INCLUDE concept note for phase II (2019-2022) (pp.17) on social/spatial divides in basic service 

provision. 
4 Another important channel through which digitising services can aid inclusive development is in supporting 
economic transition and growth in human development to help reduce poverty and inequality. Improved basic 
services can assist vulnerable populations (e.g. SMEs, rural farmers, girls and women, people with disabilities) in 
reaping the opportunities of the digital economy by providing skills, autonomy, capital and information. 

https://www.uneca.org/events/eca-covid-19-response/leveraging-digital-transformation-post-covid-19-era
https://www.uneca.org/events/eca-covid-19-response/leveraging-digital-transformation-post-covid-19-era
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/24304-9781484315224/24304-9781484315224/ch08.xml?language=en&redirect=true
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PART 2 
 

Which policy documents outline Africa’s digital transformation at the 
continental and national levels? 

 
1. Continental frameworks 

Back in February 2001, African Ministers of Civil Service adopted the Charter for the Public 
Service in Africa, also known as The Windhoek Declaration, which reads: “The public service 
shall be organized along functional and decentralized lines designed to bring public 
management closer to the people and provide them with appropriate and accessible basic 
services… Physical proximity and accessibility can be achieved by the application of 
appropriate information and communication technologies (e-governance).” In the two 
decades since this charter, numerous other frameworks have been drafter to initiate or guide 
digital transformation, with explicit reference to improving basic services. 5 

 

The AU commission’s comprehensive Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa (2020-2030) 
builds on these frameworks and aligns with the goals set out in Agenda 2063 and the SDGs 
to support the development of a Digital Single Market for Africa. Digital governance, 
education, health and financial services are explicitly mentioned as critical sectors for driving 
overall transformation. Governments are named as responsible for building the foundational 
pillars upon which digital transformation takes place which, in addition to digital 
infrastructure, skills, innovation and policy/regulation, include the guiding pillars of solidarity, 
comprehensiveness, inclusiveness, homegrown, safety, and new mindset. Digitising basic 
services is also an integral part of the African Development Bank’s Building Back Better 
Agenda to increase continental resilience to shocks following the pandemic. 

 
2. National strategies 

 
A number of African countries are taking steps to translate these continental frameworks into 
national policies, strategies and regulations. Most African countries have now passed 
legislation around access to information. Some countries have recently developed their own 
digital roadmaps to guide transition, which overlap significantly with the key pillars of the  

 
5 E.g. Flagship AU Agenda 2063 projects such as the Pan-African E-Network for Transformative Applications and 
Services, and the Outer-space strategy; The Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA); The AU 
Communication and Advocacy Strategy; The Nairobi Manifesto on Digital Economy. 

https://au.int/en/documents/20200518/digital-transformation-strategy-africa-2020-2030
https://www.afdb.org/en/knowledge-african-development-institute-global-community-practice-g-cop-previous-sessions/building-back-better-policies-building-resilient-economies-post-covid-19-africa
https://www.afdb.org/en/knowledge-african-development-institute-global-community-practice-g-cop-previous-sessions/building-back-better-policies-building-resilient-economies-post-covid-19-africa


6 
 

continental strategy (see Ghana’s digital finance policy and digital blueprint; Kenya’s digital 
economy blueprint; Nigeria’s digital economy policy and strategy; Digital Ethiopia 2025; 
Digital Senegal 2025). Botswana and Namibia even have specific action plans for the 
development of e-government. Other countries currently do not have a national digital 
strategy document, but address issues of digitalisation in their broader economic strategies 
(see National digital economy strategies: a survey of Africa). Because of this variation in the 
prioritisation and translation of digital agendas, cross-country learning around developing, 
aligning and implementing digital government strategies is a key area for policy research. 

How well are African countries performing in relation to these strategies? 

In the United Nations e-Government Survey 2018, six African countries – Ghana, Mauritius, 
Morocco, South Africa, Seychelles and Tunisia – were given a high e-government 
development index (EGDI), reflecting the range of public services made available online in 
these countries.6 More than 30 other countries in Africa, including Cameroon, Nigeria, 
Lesotho, Togo and Rwanda, were commended for making visible progress in e-government. 
In the 2020 survey, a further eight African countries joined the high EGDI group - Namibia, 
Cabo Verde, Egypt, Gabon, Botswana, Kenya, Algeria and Zimbabwe. This included 
countries in special situations (least developed countries (LDCs), landlocked developing 
countries (LLDCs) and/or small island developing states (SIDS)), signalling the scope for e-
government development in limited resource scenarios. 

Despite this progress, Africa remains the region with most low-rated countries in terms of e-
government (14 in 2018, and 8 in 2020), and the only region with no countries in the very 
high EGDI category. Moreover, the integration of technologies within government processes 
is more advanced in some areas (e.g. tax collection, enterprise creation) than in others (e.g. 
education), which the national level EGDI cannot reveal. The next part of this document 
looks more in depth at sectoral-level interventions, their outcomes, and the complex 
challenges which hold back progress in e-government. 
 

  

 
6 The e-Government Development Index (EGDI) is a normalised composition index with three components: the 
Online Services Index (OSI); the Telecommunications Infrastructure Index (TII); and the Human Capacity Index 
(HCI). The EGDI rates the e-government performance of countries relative to one another. 

https://www.mofep.gov.gh/sites/default/files/acts/Ghana_DFS_Policy.pdf
https://ca.go.ke/the-digital-economy-blueprint/
https://ca.go.ke/the-digital-economy-blueprint/
https://www.ncc.gov.ng/docman-main/industry-statistics/policies-reports/883-national-digital-economy-policy-and-strategy/file
https://mint.gov.et/docs/digital-strategy-2025/?lang=en
https://www.orfonline.org/research/national-digital-economy-strategies-a-survey-of-africa-53468/
https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2018-Survey/E-Government%20Survey%202018_FINAL%20for%20web.pdf
https://theconversation.com/african-countries-should-rethink-how-they-use-e-government-platforms-108689
https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210051453/read
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PART 3 
 

What are the known examples of digital basic service initiatives in Africa? 
 
An estimated 400 e-government initiatives were deployed worldwide in developing and 
emerging economies as of 2017 (and many more since the COVID-19 pandemic began). 
Programs span public services in different sectors, including agriculture, education, 
environment, health, financial services, social protection, civic education and utilities.7 These 
are implemented by governments, often in combination with non-governmental organizations 
and private sector actors, in a variety of contexts and using a range of digital technologies, 
from computers to mobile phones to radios.8 
 
A few things stand out from this mapping exercise: 
 

1. There are a few leaders of e-government in Africa, who have multiple interventions 
spanning a range of sectors. These include Ghana; Kenya; Nigeria; Rwanda and 
South Africa. 

2. A relatively large number of inter-governmental initiatives (G2G) exist which seek to 
integrate management and communication activities between different ministries, and 
to centralise data and administration processes. 

3. Before 2020, there were relatively fewer examples of services led/provided by 
governments in other sectors, but the pandemic has sparked an intensified use of 
digital data and technologies within basic services across the board.9 

4. Outside of government platforms, there are few examples of digital basic services 
which deliver scaled solutions (mostly at the program level). However, there is an 
increasing number of initiatives piloting technologies in different countries which 
promote shared infrastructure and show scope for learning between countries. 

 

What are the known outcomes of these digital service interventions? 

PART 1 of this document explained the channels through which digitalisation contributes, in 
theory, to more inclusive basic services. But despite the hype and allure of digital services, 
success (in terms of increasing access to and usage of basic services for vulnerable groups) 
is not guaranteed. Currently, only a fraction of the large number of digital basic service 
programs are being researched, especially in low-income countries.10 Evaluations focusing 
on inclusion are particularly scarce, and where they do exist, evidence is mixed, with 
outcomes depending on the evaluation criteria, the sector, whether the program is new or 
upgraded, and the broader socioeconomic and political environments. 
 

 
7 Digital financial services include a range of products (digital transfers, payments, stored value, savings, 
insurance, credit, etc.), channels (mobile phones, Internet, automated teller machines), and providers (mobile 
network operators, banks, nonbank financial institutions, and electronic money issuers, retailers, post offices etc). 
The digitisation of payments can occur at different stages of the payment chain: selection of beneficiaries using 
digital IDs, management of payment systems using high-frequency data, or money distribution using mobile 
money or direct bank transfers. 
8 See the State of e-governance in Africa report which contains many examples of e-service initiatives. 
9 Before 2020, there was already a focus on digitizing government transfers (e.g. South Africa’s biometric ID and 
debit card payment system, or governments and large non-profits such as GiveDirectly using mobile money to 
distribute cash grants to beneficiaries in East Africa). Digital government initiatives in response to COVID-19 
have expanded this focus to maintain access to essential services like health, education and utilities, and 
supporting vulnerable populations through the distribution of social safety nets. Another key use of technology 
during the pandemic was to spread information and awareness. 
10 An evidence gap map by 3ie from 2017 containing impact evaluations and studies on technological 
interventions in different sectors shows that knowledge in this area is still fairly scarce and dispersed in Africa. 
This is partly due to how recent many interventions (including those born out of COVID-19 responses) are, giving 
little time to set up robust MEL components. This creates an important gap for evaluative research. 

https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/24304-9781484315224/24304-9781484315224/ch08.xml?language=en&redirect=true
https://icds.ee/en/e-governance-challenges-in-africa/
https://wiser.wits.ac.za/sites/default/files/Breckenridge%20-%202005%20-%20The%20Biometric%20State%20The%20promise%20and%20peril%20of%20digi.pdf
https://wiser.wits.ac.za/sites/default/files/Breckenridge%20-%202005%20-%20The%20Biometric%20State%20The%20promise%20and%20peril%20of%20digi.pdf
https://www.givedirectly.org/ubi-study/
https://publicadministration.un.org/en/Themes/Digital-Government/Good-Practices-for-Digital-Government
https://gapmaps.3ieimpact.org/evidence-maps/science-technology-innovation-and-partnerships-evidence-gap-map


8 
 

The existing literature suggests that digital interventions are most successful at making 
public service provision more efficient, especially within social protection programs and 
public administration, by lowering costs and increasing the speed of screening processes 
and transactions. In some sectors, including education and civic education, technology is 
shown to improve the effectiveness of interventions by ensuring that programs meet their 
specified goals, such as teacher attendance or learning outcomes.11 Results are less 
conclusive in digital agricultural and healthcare interventions, despite the relatively large 
number of initiatives in these areas. 
 
A recent World Bank article, about the remote learning paradox but relevant across the 
board, stated:  
 

“The idea that online solutions should get more attention because they are more 
effective is misleading in at least three ways. First, online solutions don’t reach 

nearly as many students as offline solutions do, especially those in urgent need of 
help. Second, there are several examples where expensive online solutions have not 

only been ineffective, they have reduced student learning. The third way this is 
misleading is reverse causality…online solutions have a higher likelihood of 

appearing more effective because they get more investment.” 
 

See Appendix 1 for evaluations of digital service interventions by sector. 

 
Most of the research fails to examine whether digitalisation improves the coverage of basic 
services, particularly to vulnerable groups, or whether public funds are being optimally 
allocated to address current needs and reach longer-term goals. Moreover, basic questions 
of technology access and usability among different population groups (e.g. to do with 
affordability, language and skill requirements) are rarely considered. Any transition to 
digitalisation must consider the marked digital divide present in most African countries, 
depending on gender, income status, location and age, which skews the distribution of 
benefits of digitised service programs.12 These factors could explain some of the ambiguous 
results and are therefore extremely valuable to explore further. 
 
There is a clear need for research to analyse the impacts of digital basic service 
interventions from an inclusive angle, and to draw lessons for policymaking in this area. This 
analysis is extremely pertinent as countries are looking to keep, expand and replicate the 
digital interventions which have emerged during the pandemic. Without this knowledge, 
there is a danger that policies and practices for digital basic services will continue under 
false assumptions and perpetuate unequal trends in development. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 Evaluations of digital public services can look at various development outcomes. For example, in education, 
they can assess changes in teacher attendance, learning outcomes and cost-effectiveness; in social protection, 
they can look at program cost, spending patterns and leakage; in civic education, voter participation and electoral 
outcomes can be measured; and in healthcare, knowledge transfer, behavioural change and health outcomes 
can be evaluated. 
12 E-government initiatives that specifically support and cater to vulnerable people, e.g., initiatives designed to 
enable skills development for the poor/unemployed, or to promote micro enterprises, are not easy to find in most 
African countries. E-government initiatives need to be redesigned and re-contextualised to address the needs of 
the majority rather than the few. 

https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/24304-9781484315224/24304-9781484315224/ch08.xml?language=en&redirect=true
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/remote-learning-paradox-how-governments-can-truly-minimize-covid-related-learning-losses
https://gsdrc.org/topic-guides/social-protection/global-issues-and-debates-2/digital-social-protection/
https://theconversation.com/african-countries-should-rethink-how-they-use-e-government-platforms-108689
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Box 2: What we know about inclusion and digital basic services so far. 

• In order for digital interventions to lead to inclusive development, they must 
overcome a specific problem/constraint in the system, in a low-cost and scalable 
way. In other words, large investments will deliver few results unless they have a 
clear purpose and do not just replace existing services with the same 
flaws/limitations. 

• Successful programs require buy-in from the relevant ministries in the right 
technologies, and strong partnerships with e.g. data scientists, service operators, 
and civil society. 

• Beneficiaries are not always the poorest and most vulnerable (but often those 
which already have access to electricity/internet), which does not contribute to 
closing the digital divide and leaving no one behind. 

• Many innovations are applicable at a small/decentralised scale (they improve the 
flow of information and service provision for the small number of participants in the 
program) and the majority of best practices are found at the city level. Financial 
resources, political will and regulation remain key challenges to 
extrapolating/scaling interventions. 

• Certain elements, particularly digital IDs/data and digital payment systems, can 
trigger systemic change by enabling coordination/integration across sectors and 
acting as a catalyst for the further digitalisation of services. The order of 
decisions/reforms may matter, in terms of prioritising transformation within these 
‘high-impact’ areas. 

• Reflecting on the channels for inclusion dissected in Part 1, there is strong 
evidence for channel 2 (implementation), and to some extent channel 1 
(information) for inclusion, but little on channel 3 (participation/feedback). 
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PART 4 

Part of the explanation of why certain digital interventions work and others don’t is due to the 
operating environment. Contextual factors influence the ability of programs to reach target 
groups and to scale successfully to achieve their desired impact. The UN e-Government 
Survey 2020 found that financial resources are not the only critical factor in e-government 
development. Strong political will, strategic leadership and commitment to expanding the 
provision of digital services have all allowed countries to surpass their expected e-
government ranking, while gaps in infrastructure and human capital have prevented many 
countries in the region from advancing to higher e-government levels. 
 
From a brief review of existing literature, there appears general consensus on the 
fundamental conditions (or pillars) of an inclusive system of digital basic services, as well as 
common pitfalls which prevent them from being reached (see in particular Aker, 2017; 
Hafkin, 2009; Haldrup, 2018; Jayaram and Leke, 2020; WEF, 2020; UN, 2020a). These 
pillars are central to the AU continental strategy (see Part 2), and reflect the UNDP’s cross-
cutting concepts of e-governance (see Part 1).13 
 

What are the conditions necessary to realise effective and inclusive basic 
services in Africa through digitalisation?  
 

1. Technological infrastructure: 
ICT infrastructure relates to the hardware and networks which connect people with 
service providers, and that can withstand growing usage and changing technologies. 
Universal electricity and mobile coverage, and near universal internet access, are 
cornerstones of the AfCFTA, the PIDA program, and the majority of digitalisation 
strategies across Africa. However, the region lags behind the rest of the world in the 
reach and quality of broadband penetration access to electricity and mobile technology 
are still lacking in many rural areas. Due to the strong link between network coverage and 
technology adoption/usage, resolving infrastructure challenges is fundamental for building 
digital basic service systems. 
 

2. Human capital: 
Nearly half a billion people in Africa have mobile broadband coverage in their area, but 
lack the know-how to use it. This points to a bigger problem of literacy and skills for 
service providers and users. These skills range from basic mobile transactions, word 
processing, email and managing privacy settings, to more advanced coding, design, 
marketing and analysis. Currently, only 2% of the labour force have adequate IT skills, 
offering a huge new resource in skilling Africa’s youth and upskilling the current 
workforce. This will be key for developing Africa’s ‘tech intensity’ (the ability to maximise 
the use of technologies). Digital talent and entrepreneurship would further support more 
local innovation to drive locally-relevant solutions. 

 
3. Regulatory environment: 

Clear and enforced legal frameworks are needed to ensure affordable data and 
safeguard rights to information and intellectual property. Having an agency responsible 
for setting technology standards and laws on data protection helps to mitigate risks of 
exploitation, exclusion and decreased ownership that come from the new ‘scramble for 

 
13 This does not imply that meeting all of these conditions automatically leads to universal access and usage of 
basic services. Naturally, certain conditions may be more or less important in different contexts/sectors – e.g. 
human capital in education, infrastructure in social protection, and regulation in water. But it sets a minimum 
requirement, or a foundation on which different actors can deliver effective and innovative solutions and hold 
governments accountable. 

https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210051453/read
https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210051453/read
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/24304-9781484315224/24304-9781484315224/ch08.xml?language=en&redirect=true
http://wisat.org/wp-content/uploads/unpan034002.pdf
https://www.opml.co.uk/blog/digitising-public-service-delivery-opportunities-and-limitations
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/reopening-and-reimagining-africa
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Accelerating_Digital_Inclusion_in_the_New_Normal_Report_2020.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/publication/2020-united-nations-e-government-survey
https://news.microsoft.com/en-xm/2020/09/02/how-investing-in-digital-infrastructure-can-make-the-difference-to-africas-economic-recovery/
https://www.gsma.com/subsaharanafrica/resources/the-mobile-economy-sub-saharan-africa-2019#:~:text=Sub%2DSaharan%20Africa%20will%20remain,representing%20around%20half%20the%20population.
https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/Digital4Development/library/digital-transformation-strategy-africa-2020-2030
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Africa’ by MNCs/tech giants, as well as the outsourcing of public services to other 
actors.14 In Rwanda, the price of 1GB of data in 2020 was less than one fifth what it was 
in 2015, falling from 20.2% to 3.39% of average monthly income. This has allowed 
Rwanda to make faster progress than its East African neighbours who have less effective 
national broadband planning. It is also important to remove regulatory barriers for smaller 
providers in order to extend networks quickly and affordably in underserved areas. 
 

4. Public sector culture: 
Lack of political will and resistance to rapid technological change are commonly cited as 
two of the biggest factors inhibiting public sector reform and the implementation of e-
government strategies. Buy-in from the relevant ministries in the right technologies (those 
which suit the level and needs of local development, rather than those which offer status 
or earnings) can make the difference between a program that serves and one that fails or 
excludes. Engagement with public actors to increase their understanding and awareness 
of the benefits, opportunities and risks of digitalisation could help to strengthen techno-
leadership and cooperation, which are key for forming strategic public-private 
partnerships and pushing forward the digitalisation agenda. 
 

5. Institutional capacity: 
Within the institutional setting, technical capacity determines the degree of ownership and 
adoption of useful technologies (e.g. GIS, big data systems) by governments at different 
levels, while financial capacity determines the budget available to keep investing in 
maintaining and expanding effective programs. The integration and redesign of 
government organisations and processes, such as the collection, management and 
usage of data, the expansion of digital IDs,15 and new mechanisms for financing, would 
help to maximise the gains from technology.  

 

What are the main challenges/risks associated with transitioning to digital 
basic services? 
 

1. Misunderstanding the purpose of digitalisation: 
Technology has, in many cases, come to be viewed as an end goal or a silver bullet 
rather than part of a broader system of digitised development, with the underlying 
assumption that the more hi-tech the better. This has led to interventions which do not 
reach the poor and vulnerable, which try to replace rather than complement existing 
efforts that work, and which do not easily scale or integrate.16 An overemphasis on 
complex technologies steers away from holistic change which translates services into 
wellbeing. With approaches that places citizens (rather than technology) at the core of 
digitalisation programs, the driving principles remain the same but the modality changes 
and scales over time to balance current and future needs.  
 

2. Design and implementation which fail to account for local inequalities: 
Smartphone usage is still primarily concentrated in urban, wealthier and more highly 
education populations, internet usage varies from 56.2% in South Africa to 1.3% in 
Eritrea; and lower access and usage rates of digital services are observed for women, the 
extreme poor, persons with disabilities, and other marginalised groups. It is crucial to 
ensure the appropriate type of technology (devices, platforms, low-tech (radio and SMS) 
vs. hi-tech (drones, AI and big data)) is used to deliver services in a given location or to a 

 
14 Some basic services have relatively few providers, which is optimal in markets with economies of scale and 
high entry costs, but without regulation, can lead to high prices, lower quantity/quality, and exclusion. 
15 Approximately 1 billion people globally lack an officially recognised ID and therefore face barriers to accessing 
critical services and exercising political and economic rights. 
16 E.g. EdTech on its own does not close learning gaps, but teachers and learners can be helped by the right 
EdTech tools; and information is only useful to farmers if they have access to credit markets and sufficient 
bargaining power. 

https://a4ai.org/affordability-report/report/2020/
https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
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certain group. Place-based policies could help to bridge digital divides and avoid systemic 
exclusion. 
 

3. Power and political will: 
Data politics, poor governance, and weak institutions have become central to explaining 
the under-provision and low quality of public services in developing countries. Digital 
technologies went from empowering citizens and promoting democracy to being used for 
censorship.17 Governments play a complex role as both users and providers of digital 
services, as well as regulators of digital transformation, causing a conflict of interest since 
the public sector can benefit from unethical play. Outsourcing internet provision to private 
actors can inflate costs and create digital exclusion. Incentives must be put in place to 
build trust/cooperation rather than resist change. 
 

4. Insufficient data and evidence for local decision makers: 
A lack of knowledge around on works in different contexts and tools for building human 
capacity and partnerships delay action on digitalisation strategies. For instance, most 
education systems around the world are decentralised, but local decision makers lack 
granular information to gain a sense of how to reach every child (what technology is 
available within each household), where the gaps are (how much each child has fallen 
behind), and what modalities are effective locally. 
 

5. Sustainable mechanisms for financing and procurement: 
The UN Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development estimates that an 
additional $109 billion in investment is required to achieve universal, affordable, and good 
quality broadband internet access by 2030. In the context of contracting economies, 
declining foreign aid and shrinking fiscal space, innovative financing tools are critical for 
investing upfront in the areas necessary to implement, sustain and scale digital service 
interventions. 

 
6. Safety and security: 

Governments around the world are committed to supporting the roll-out of national digital 
IDs and integrated information systems, but ‘future-proofing’ these technologies to 
safeguard against potential harms and risks to consumers remains a major challenge. 
These risks have been particularly exposed during the COVID-19 pandemic, as the ramp-
up in the use of technology for services has created gaps for exploiting consumer safety, 
data privacy etc.  
 

7. Stakeholder participation: The majority of initiatives so far are more focused on 
administrative streamlining than improving the participation of non-governmental actors. 
The body monitoring transformation should be as diverse and inclusive as possible to 
ensure that all interests are known and met. This includes public-private partnerships, 
citizen feedback, representation of minorities, multi-ministerial leadership, civic space in 
the digital realm, and integration between different levels of government. 
 

 

  

 
17 See the Digital Rights Landscape report for multiple examples. 

https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
https://a4ai.org/109-billion-investment-and-multi-stakeholder-engagements-needed-to-achieve-universal-affordable-access-by-2030-in-africa/
https://www.africandigitalrightsnetwork.org/
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PART 5  
 
Which aspects of inclusion are crucial to consider in debates and policy 
around digital services? 
 

“Various scholars have argued that in order for innovations to be relevant and 
effective for the poor and marginalised, these need to be applicable to a specific 
problem and context, affordable at low costs, and accessible to all (triple AAA)” 

(Pouw, 2020, pp.5). 
 
So far, we have mostly considered the supply-side of basic services, however, it is also 
necessary to analyse service outcomes from the beneficiary/demand-side perspective, in 
particular what is important to reach the poorest of the poor. Combing INCLUDE’s critical 
lenses for analysis around inclusion (particularly social and spatial equity) with the Dutch 
MFA’s framework on digitalisation, contributions from our platform members during the 
November platform meeting, and other supporting literature, the following key aspects of 
inclusion are critical to consider in debates and policies around digital services: 
 

• Access (including access to electricity, internet and devices, and the availability of a 
government account/ID and bank account) 

• Affordability (of the hard and software needed to access and use digital services, as 
well as, for example, digital skills programs, e.g. the price of 1GB of data as a share 
of household income) 

• Usage (linked to the quality of the service, the languages and modalities offered, 
information on when/where/how to use the service, and the skills of beneficiaries) 

• Appropriateness (local/contextual relevance, linked to the lifestyles/cultures of 
beneficiaries) 

• Safety (data privacy) 

• Participation 

 

Box 3. Major knowledge gaps in this field. 

 
1. The extent to which the critical conditions for transformation, which are central to the 

AU continental framework and unanimous throughout the literature, are being met 
within different African countries. 

2. The inclusive lens. Evaluating the design, implementation and outcomes of digital 
basic service interventions using selected/agreed-upon inclusion criteria, to 
understand the extent that current interventions reach the most marginalised and 
what can be done to improve targeting/delivery. 

3. Scaling. How to take successful small pilot programs and make them accessible and 
cost-effective at a broader scale, and how to do so without excluding vulnerable 
groups. 

4. Which reforms will help to address gaps in access, affordability and usage for 
different areas and population groups (e.g. rural and urban, men and women, youth 
and elderly, disabled persons, migrants and nationals, income groups, more- and 
less-educated) in a given country/sector?  

5. How donors can support these reforms. 
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Research aims 
 
In light of the information found through conducting this background literature scan, the main 
goals of this research programme will be: 

1. To take stock of digital basic service interventions in different African countries 
(especially since the boom in digital services in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic). 

2. To assess how inclusive these interventions are, in terms of reaching and improving 
the wellbeing of poor and vulnerable citizens. 

3. To analyse progress in the enabling environment for inclusive digital transformation 
(incl. physical infrastructure, digital skills, regulation, political economy, and 
institutional capacity) at the country level to see where efforts and investments could 
be prioritised. 

4. To extract lessons and best practices for scaling digitalised basic services and making 
them more inclusive in order to reach and support those furthest behind. 

 
Key elements of the research should include: 

• A focus on government-to-citizen services which affect the poorest and most 
vulnerable people in Africa – education, social protection, healthcare – as well as 
inter-governmental services like digital administration and identity. 

• A look at the relationship between existing continental / national policy frameworks 
for digital transformation and the experiences on the ground to help narrow the gap 
between vision and reality. 

• Going beyond mere access to basic services, to also look at usage, affordability, 
relevance and participation (different aspects of inclusion which might explain why 
certain interventions may not work and help to guide action in this area). 

• Disaggregated evidence on the impacts of digitalised services on rural and urban 
populations, women, youth, the elderly, and people with different kinds of disability, 
with a link to subnational governance and local implementation. 

• An examination of the political economy aspects of digitalisation, to understand the 
impact of e.g. democracy, transparency, data privacy, online civil space, the role of 
the private sector, and incentives for different stakeholders. 

 

Research approach 
  
The research programme will follow a two-pronged approach. First, case studies will be 
conducted at the country level, comprising an in-depth context assessment, a mapping of 
digital service interventions, and an analysis of inclusion (looking at design, implementation 
and outcomes). This will then conclude with a synthesis that compares digital developments 
in basic services through a sectoral lens in order to extract some best practices and facilitate 
learning across countries (for example, highlighting high-impact areas for scaling and 
integration like digital data and payment systems). 
 
The structure, methodology and format of the case studies can be found in the call for 
proposals, along with a breakdown of the research questions. The same information for the 
synthesis can be found in the call for the synthesis report. 
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Annex 1. Evaluations of digital service interventions by sector 

Education 
 

• What really matters in EdTech is cost-effectiveness and scalability. Evaluations show 
that digital education initiatives have a low number of beneficiaries compared to the 
number of people who need the service. Given the costs and barriers to entry, it isn't 
clear that EdTech interventions will always achieve higher learning gains than other 
interventions. 

• Self-led learning software is one of the most promising areas of research in terms of 
the effects on student learning. But access to hardware, in terms of distributing 
devices to every child, is less cost-effective. 

• Although not universally positive, findings suggest that technology in education can 
effectively complement or substitute for existing inputs when the infrastructure is in 
place to support it. However, most of the technologies evaluated are used in school 
settings with more stable access to electricity and internet connectivity. There is still 
limited evidence for technology that allows for distance learning where access to 
school is not available. 

• 4945 STEM teacher participants from six Sub-Saharan African countries - Kenya, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Ethiopia, Ghana and Nigeria - were involved in an instructional 
digital professional development program to build their capacity for using ICT within 
school organisational and curriculum practices. Participants were generally satisfied 
with the content and processes of the training program, however, essential conditions 
to support the transfer of ideas to the school level were deemed inadequate during 
the period of implementation. 

• There is a paradox emerging within education. Governments are prioritizing online 
solutions to minimize learning losses, but the students most at risk of learning losses 
can’t access online solutions. The UNESCO GEM report revealed that 60% of 
national distance learning programs rely exclusively on online platforms, yet up to 
80% of children in Sub-Saharan Africa do not have access to internet at home. 
These students – most often from low-income or rural households – are de-facto 
excluded. 

• In a study by UNICEF, students in rural areas consistently represented the vast 
majority of those who could not be reached by any of the three remote learning 
modalities analysed, irrespective of the country’s level of economic development. 
Boys and girls were evenly represented, and children from low-income households 
overrepresented (more so in middle-income than low-income countries) in the group 
of children that could not be reached by remote learning solutions. 

• Educational TV and radio broadcasts, in combo with SMS, are effective 
communication channels between educators and students when internet connectivity 
is poor/unavailable. Eight rapid reviews in response to COVID closures look at 
learning outcomes and access through TV, radio and SMS learning tools in LMICs, 
as well as girls’ education and EdTech, education of refugees, and education during 
emergencies. 

• The IIEP-UNESCO policy toolbox, holds over 500 policy options for education 
management, classified under ‘Access and completion’; ‘Learning processes’; and 
‘Equity and inclusion’. 
 

Social protection/financial services 
 

• Evidence for positive impacts of digitised social protection: reduced travel time and 
transaction costs; reduced delays and uncertainties (leading to planning and 
investment); improved access to financial products and services (e.g. loans and 

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-works-edtech
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/why-covid-crisis-not-edtechs-moment-africa
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-works-edtech
https://academic.oup.com/jae/article/30/1/13/5999001
https://academic.oup.com/jae/article/30/1/13/5999001
https://essa-africa.org/node/501?i=d&id=4187
https://essa-africa.org/node/501?i=d&id=4187
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/remote-learning-paradox-how-governments-can-truly-minimize-covid-related-learning-losses
https://gemreportunesco.wordpress.com/2020/05/15/distance-learning-denied/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/remote-learning-reachability-factsheet/
https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
https://edtechhub.org/research/
http://www.iiep.unesco.org/en/policy-toolbox-500-education-policies-your-fingertips-13504
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/blog/10-13-20/should-government-payments-be-digitized
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savings – gateway for financial inclusion); flexible payment modalities (value and 
timing, to coincide with seasonality/school fees). 

• Digitalising social protection information can reduce fragmented, isolated social 
protection interventions, supporting a systems approach to universal social protection 
and linking social protection recipients to other services and support. Electronic 
payment delivery systems have been found to improve transparency and 
accountability and reduce leakage (Public Expenditure Tracking Surveys (PETS)) 
compared with cash-based manual mechanisms. Lower implementation costs (but 
requires the digital infrastructure, so upfront costs high); more effective monitoring 
(responsive, targeting, digital footprint across other government departments). 

• Technology is a tool, and can exacerbate existing problems/create new ones, e.g., 
exclusion (unregistered individuals, digital literacy, knowledge of these services) or 
predatory behaviour and privacy concerns (led into getting financial products they do 
not need, unknowingly giving information).  

• Trade-offs, challenges and risks can emerge, including increasing costs and 
complexity, risks to data privacy and security, and risks of multiple exclusion from all 
social sector schemes – as an integrated approach to intake/registration could lead 
to a systematic exclusion of certain households; for example, if there is a problem 
with data collection or administrative requirements such as the lack of an ID card. 

• Digital finance tools increase access to education by smoothing household payments 
on education over the year, increase transparency of public funds, and increasing 
teacher presence. In Cote D’Ivoire 99% of secondary school payments were made 
using mobile money in 2015-16 school year, which increased overall revenue and 
data collection, and saved time and money. But there is still limited coordination 
between government, mobile money providers and schools. 

• Using digital payment systems have been found in multiple countries to reduce 
operational expenses and streamline service delivery. In particular, digitising 
payments have reduced collection and payment costs for water bills, and increased 
customer reach by linking to prepaid “smart” meters to create an improved, pro-poor 
service. It has also enabled governments and other providers to subsidise low-
income water access more effectively. However, capacity to analyse and too few 
mobile money users were limiting factors. 

• Digital technology could help create a more gender-equal society. The private nature 
of digital payments, as opposed to cash, can help women gain more autonomy over 
their income and spending. Mobile money has also been shown to have a greater 
poverty-reducing impact on female-headed households. However, one needs to be 
cautious when implementing digital solutions to ensure that they do not lead to 
further division; especially since women’s access to and use of digital technology 
tends to lag in comparison to men. 

 

Agriculture 
 

• Factors driving the low adoption of new technologies for Malawian farmers. As a 
decision-making process, adoption is affected by farmers’ access to info, financial 
and human capital, incentives and external programs, plus attitude to risk. (More than 
distributing devices). 

• Like many similar interventions, WaterApps, which provides information for farmers in 
Ghana, was small-scale and didn’t reach the very poor, since beneficiaries were 
already somewhat entrepreneurial and looking to increase productivity, and living in 
per-urban areas which had internet and electricity available. Encouragingly, quite a 
few women benefited from the program. 

• Esoko – Ghana, The Planting for food and jobs’ program is a Ministry of Food and 
Agriculture (MoFA) initiative aimed at profiling all 5 million farmers in Ghana to create 
a national database that makes it efficient and easy to implement input subsidy 

https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/building-integrated-and-digital-social-protection-information-system-technical
https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/building-integrated-and-digital-social-protection-information-system-technical
https://gsdrc.org/topic-guides/social-protection/global-issues-and-debates-2/digital-social-protection/
https://www.cgap.org/research/publication/testing-waters-digital-payments-water-and-sanitation
https://www.cgap.org/research/publication/testing-waters-digital-payments-water-and-sanitation
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/blog/12-8-20/can-digital-technology-help-create-more-gender-equal-society
https://www.ifpri.org/publication/gap-between-technology-awareness-and-adoption-sub-saharan-africa-literature-review
https://esoko.com/portfolio/biometric-registration-gis-mapping-of-200000-farmers-for-subsidies/
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programs. In 2017, Esoko was contracted to collect biometric and spatial data of 
200,000 farmers; recruit and supervise 400 field agents; and provide a real-time 
reporting dashboard for the ministry to make data-driven decisions on input 
subsidies. 

 

Water 
 

• The order of play is important. 1) Identify the main areas where digitalisation is 
already delivering operational savings for water companies (both decentralised and 
centralised) in emerging markets: delivery and monitoring, billing and payments, and 
reporting and feedback. 2) Decide which departments or processes to digitise first 
and how to integrate the digitised parts with those that are not digitised yet. 3) 
Determine the phases of adoption, from basic operations to full systemic 
transformation. 4) First stage - switching to digital payments (a fast way to increase 
efficiency); training employees; partnering with mobile operators. 

• Technology, by itself, cannot bring radical change (let alone “disrupt” a pre-existing 
market solution). Digital solutions have been designed/are starting to be used for 
water reuse, resource recovery, and desalination, as well as real time water quality 
and quantity monitoring. The sector is ready tech-wise to take on the shift, but a few 
important elements missing in the process - Regulation (sometimes disruption 
happens first, and prompts a shift in regulation; but regulation plays a more 
prominent role in a sector traditionally managed as a natural monopoly and 
constrained by the recognition of water as a human right); and Scale (many 
innovations are local and applicable at a smaller and decentralized scale; most of the 
best practices showcased are found at the city level - municipal agencies’ financial 
resources and political will remain a challenge). 

• Mobile devices, technologies, and services have the potential to improve service 
delivery to remote populations and the bottom line for water and sanitation service 
providers. In addition to monitoring how water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) 
systems function, mobile technologies can be used to deliver financing and payment 
solutions, to collect reliable data on usage and operations, and to identify gaps and 
inform policy decisions. 

 

Participatory governance 
 

• Digital technologies have enabled young people to respond to the challenges of 
COVID19 through youth-led activism and community engagement. However, access, 
awareness and the quality of skills-building opportunities are unequal (infrastructure, 
devices & data). 

  

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/mobile-for-development-utilities-perspective-our-quarterly-insights-issue-1/?utm_source=Global+Waters%2C+Water+Currents%2C+%26+Events&utm_campaign=58ffc65cfa-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_10_25_02_49&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fae9f9ae2b-58ffc65cfa-74302829
https://www.globalwaters.org/resources/assets/water-currents-wash-and-mobile-technologies
https://www.globalwaters.org/resources/assets/water-currents-wash-and-mobile-technologies
https://www.odi.org/publications/17947-advancing-youth-centred-digital-ecosystems-africa-post-covid-19-world


18 
 

Bibliography 
 
Reports/publications: 
 
African Union (2020) African Union Digital Transformation Strategy (2020-2030) 
 
Agyei, D. (2020) Integrating ICT into schools in Sub-Saharan Africa: from teachers’ capacity 
building to classroom implementation. Education and Information Technologies. 
 
Aker, J. (2017) Digital revolutions in public finance, Chapter 8. Using Digital Technology for 
Public Service Provision in Developing Countries Potential and Pitfalls. IMF publications. 
 
Arthur-Nyarko, E., Agyei, D., Armah, J. (2020) Digitizing distance learning materials: 
Measuring students’ readiness and intended challenges. Education and Information 
Technologies 25, 2987–3002 
 
AUC/OECD (2021), Africa’s Development Dynamics 2021: Digital Transformation for Quality 
Jobs, AUC, Addis Ababa/OECD Publishing, Paris 
 
A4AI (2019) Alliance for Affordable Internet regional report Africa 2019 
 
Baud, I. et al (2014) Participatory ‘Spatial’ Knowledge Management Configurations in 
Metropolitan Governance Networks for SD. Chance2Sustain. Bonn: Germany 
 
Chirchir, R. and Barca, V. (2020) Building an integrated and digital social protection 
information system. DFID and GIZ technical paper. 
 
David, R. et al (2020) Education during the COVID-19 crisis: Opportunities and constraints of 
using EdTech in low-income countries. EdTech Hub. 
 
European Investment Bank (2020) African digital best practice to tackle COVID-19 
 
Evans, D. and Mendez Acosta, A. (2021) Education in Africa: What Are We Learning? 
Journal of African Economies, Volume 30, Issue 1, January 2021, Pages 13–54 
 
GSMA (2018) Access to Water and Sanitation in Emerging Markets: The Impact of Mobile 
Technology. 
 
Hafkin, N. (2009) E-government in Africa: An Overview of Progress Made and Challenges 
Ahead. UNDESA/UNPAN/UNECA. 
 
Haldrup, S. (2018) Digitising public service delivery: opportunities and limitations. OPML. 
 
Hulland, K. et al (2015) What Factors Affect Sustained Adoption Of Safe Water, Hygiene And 
Sanitation Technologies? A Systematic Review Of Literature. London: EPPI-Centre, Social 
Science Research Unit, UCL Institute of Education, University College London. 
 
IDB (2019) The Future of Water: A Collection of Essays on 'Disruptive' Technologies that 
May Transform the Water Sector in the Next 10 Years. 
 
IDRC & UNECA (2020) Civil registration systems as enablers of emergency response to the 
COVID-19 crisis: Namibian emergency income grant. 
 
ITU Academy (2020) Digital skills insights 2020 

https://au.int/en/documents/20200518/digital-transformation-strategy-africa-2020-2030
https://essa-africa.org/node/501?i=d&id=4187
https://essa-africa.org/node/501?i=d&id=4187
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/24304-9781484315224/24304-9781484315224/ch08.xml?language=en&redirect=true
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/24304-9781484315224/24304-9781484315224/ch08.xml?language=en&redirect=true
https://essa-africa.org/node/501?i=d&id=3838
https://essa-africa.org/node/501?i=d&id=3838
https://www.oecd.org/employment/africa-s-development-dynamics-2020-0a5c9314-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/employment/africa-s-development-dynamics-2020-0a5c9314-en.htm
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/AR2019_Africa-Regional_Screen_AW.pdf
https://research.utwente.nl/en/publications/participatory-spatial-knowledge-management-configurations-in-metr
https://research.utwente.nl/en/publications/participatory-spatial-knowledge-management-configurations-in-metr
https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/building-integrated-and-digital-social-protection-information-system-technical
https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/building-integrated-and-digital-social-protection-information-system-technical
https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
https://edtechhub.org/coronavirus/edtech-low-income-countries/
https://www.eib.org/en/publications/african-digital-best-practice-to-tackle-covid-19
https://academic.oup.com/jae/article/30/1/13/5999001
https://globalwaters.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=a11a13c7a2c069b4c4a532010&id=a9213feea2&e=46516653d1
https://globalwaters.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=a11a13c7a2c069b4c4a532010&id=a9213feea2&e=46516653d1
http://wisat.org/wp-content/uploads/unpan034002.pdf
http://wisat.org/wp-content/uploads/unpan034002.pdf
https://www.opml.co.uk/blog/digitising-public-service-delivery-opportunities-and-limitations
https://developmentevidence.3ieimpact.org/search-result-details/systematic-review-repository/what-factors-affect-sustained-adoption-of-safe-water-hygiene-and-sanitation-technologies-a-systematic-review-of-literature/9470
https://developmentevidence.3ieimpact.org/search-result-details/systematic-review-repository/what-factors-affect-sustained-adoption-of-safe-water-hygiene-and-sanitation-technologies-a-systematic-review-of-literature/9470
https://globalwaters.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=a11a13c7a2c069b4c4a532010&id=1265f33408&e=46516653d1
https://globalwaters.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=a11a13c7a2c069b4c4a532010&id=1265f33408&e=46516653d1
https://engage.poverty-action.org/e/759073/lic-Technical20brief20no-2-pdf/d3msq/303242817?h=6w25rT_IkYPvJnMXLA1SqLo3yEdXau-lFXVWD7SdrKg
https://engage.poverty-action.org/e/759073/lic-Technical20brief20no-2-pdf/d3msq/303242817?h=6w25rT_IkYPvJnMXLA1SqLo3yEdXau-lFXVWD7SdrKg
https://academy.itu.int/digital-skills-insights-2020


19 
 

 
INEE/UNICEF (2020) Remote Learning COVID-19 Response Decision Tree 
 
Jayaram, K. and Leke, A. (2020) Reopening and reimagining. McKinsey. 
 
Kazembe, C. (2021) The gap between technology awareness and adoption in Sub-Saharan 
Africa: A literature review for the DeSIRA project. IFPRI Project Note February 2021. 
Washington, DC: IFPRI 
 
K4D Digital social protection topic guide 
 
Musters, D. (2017) An innovation systems approach to examine the organization of ICT-
based IPs for extension services in Ghana. Wageningen University water systems and 
global change group. 
 
Pinet, M., Sanyu, P. and Youn, A. (2021) Advancing youth-centred digital ecosystems in 
Africa in a post-Covid-19 world. London: ODI. 
 
PIWA & UNDP (2009) E-governance and Citizen Participation in West Africa: Challenges 
and Opportunities 
 
Roberts, T. (ed.) (2021) Digital Rights in Closing Civic Space: Lessons from Ten African 
Countries. Brighton: Institute of Development Studies 
 
WaterAid (2019) How Can Online Data Platforms Improve Management of Water, Sanitation 
and Hygiene Services? WaterAid's Experience Using mWater. 
 
WEF (2020) Accelerating digital inclusion in the new normal: 2020 report. World Economic 
Forum and Boston Consulting. 
 
Pouw, N. et al (2020) Inclusive business for sustainable food systems: putting the last first. 
F&BKP and NWO.  
 
UN (2020a) United Nations E-government survey 2020. United Nations publications. 
 
UN (2020b) Compendium of Digital Government Initiatives in response to the COVID-19 
Pandemic 
 
UNICEF (2020a) The digital transformation of education 
 
UNICEF (2020b) COVID-19: Are children able to continue learning during school closures? 
 
3ie (2017) Science, technology, innovation and partnerships evidence gap map 
 

 
  

https://inee.org/resources/remote-learning-covid-19-response-decision-tree
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/reopening-and-reimagining-africa
https://www.ifpri.org/publication/gap-between-technology-awareness-and-adoption-sub-saharan-africa-literature-review
https://www.ifpri.org/publication/gap-between-technology-awareness-and-adoption-sub-saharan-africa-literature-review
https://gsdrc.org/topic-guides/social-protection/global-issues-and-debates-2/digital-social-protection/
https://odi.org/en/publications/advancing-youth-centred-digital-ecosystems-in-africa-in-a-post-covid-19-world/
https://odi.org/en/publications/advancing-youth-centred-digital-ecosystems-in-africa-in-a-post-covid-19-world/
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/IParticipation/e-Governance%20and%20Citizen%20Paticipation%20in%20West%20Africa%20(UNDP-IPAO%20Report%20English).pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/IParticipation/e-Governance%20and%20Citizen%20Paticipation%20in%20West%20Africa%20(UNDP-IPAO%20Report%20English).pdf
https://www.africandigitalrightsnetwork.org/our-publications
https://www.africandigitalrightsnetwork.org/our-publications
https://globalwaters.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=a11a13c7a2c069b4c4a532010&id=2a06a6fd1a&e=46516653d1
https://globalwaters.us15.list-manage.com/track/click?u=a11a13c7a2c069b4c4a532010&id=2a06a6fd1a&e=46516653d1
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Accelerating_Digital_Inclusion_in_the_New_Normal_Report_2020.pdf
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/media-files/Thematic_Inclusive%20business%20for%20sustainable%20food%20systems_full%20paper.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/publication/2020-united-nations-e-government-survey
https://publicadministration.un.org/en/Themes/Digital-Government/Good-Practices-for-Digital-Government
https://publicadministration.un.org/en/Themes/Digital-Government/Good-Practices-for-Digital-Government
https://www.itu.int/en/myitu/Publications/2020/10/16/08/37/The-digital-transformation-of-education
https://data.unicef.org/resources/remote-learning-reachability-factsheet/
https://gapmaps.3ieimpact.org/evidence-maps/science-technology-innovation-and-partnerships-evidence-gap-map


20 
 

Other articles: 
 

• Access denied 
 

• Africa as the next frontier for e-government 
 

• Africa’s ICT Infrastructure – present and prospects 
 

• Africa’s national learning platforms and tools 
 

• African countries should rethink how they use e-government platforms   
 

• Benefits of Digital Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
 

• CGAP - digital financial inclusion and the link with basic services and social equity 
 

• Closing the global broadband gap: an essential component of the COVID19 recovery  
 

• COVID-19 digital disruptions of the public sector 
 

• Deploying e-government technology in Africa 
 

• Digital democracy 
 

• Digital government for development 
 

• Digital transformation should be top priority for African leaders 
 

• Distance learning denied: UNESCO world education blog 
 

• E-governance challenges in Africa 
 

• Four ways digitalisation can unlock recovery in Africa 
 

• Ghana forges ahead with strategy to digitise public services, spurring growth in ICT 
sector 

 

• How digital solutions can ease the COVID-19 impact on displaced populations 
 

• How Ghana’s new digital finance policy can drive women’s inclusion 
 

• How investing in digital infrastructure can make the difference to Africa’s economic 
recovery 

 

• How to ensure digital access to information in Africa 
 

• How well are remote learning tools reaching students in Kenya? 
 

• Innovations in Education 
 

• Institutionalising digital public goods a key lever to achieving the SDGs by 2030  
 

https://internetaccess.africa/access-denied/
https://www.nec.com/en/global/insights/article/2020022516/index.html
https://saiia.org.za/research/africas-ict-infrastructure-its-present-and-prospects/
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/nationalresponses#AFRICA
https://theconversation.com/african-countries-should-rethink-how-they-use-e-government-platforms-108689
https://www.adeanet.org/en/blogs/benefits-digital-technical-vocational-education-training
https://www.cgap.org/
https://www.devex.com/news/sponsored/opinion-closing-the-global-broadband-gap-an-essential-component-of-the-covid-19-recovery-98767
https://covid19africawatch.org/malado-kaba-interview-covid19-digital-disruption-of-public-sector/
http://africapolicyreview.com/deploying-e-government-technology-in-africa/
http://democracyinafrica.org/digital_democracy/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/digitaldevelopment/brief/digital-government-for-development
https://www.uneca.org/storys/digital-transformation-should-be-top-priority-africa%E2%80%99s-leaders-0
https://gemreportunesco.wordpress.com/2020/05/15/distance-learning-denied/
https://icds.ee/en/e-governance-challenges-in-africa/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/06/4-ways-digitisation-can-unlock-recovery-in-africa/
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/analysis/agenda-growth-private-sector-focused-strategy-digitisation-public-services-and-development-digital
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/analysis/agenda-growth-private-sector-focused-strategy-digitisation-public-services-and-development-digital
https://blogs.worldbank.org/jobs/how-digital-solutions-can-ease-covid-19-impact-displaced-populations?CID=WBW_AL_BlogNotification_EN_EXT
https://www.cgap.org/blog/how-ghanas-new-digital-finance-policy-can-drive-womens-inclusion
https://news.microsoft.com/en-xm/2020/09/02/how-investing-in-digital-infrastructure-can-make-the-difference-to-africas-economic-recovery/
https://news.microsoft.com/en-xm/2020/09/02/how-investing-in-digital-infrastructure-can-make-the-difference-to-africas-economic-recovery/
http://democracyinafrica.org/how-to-ensure-digital-access-to-information-in-africa/
https://medium.com/center-for-effective-global-action/how-well-are-remote-learning-tools-reaching-students-in-kenya-d8c8461c7f88
https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20201229/african-union-celebrates-outstanding-education-innovations-across-africa
https://www.convergences.org/en/institutionalising-digital-public-goods-a-keylever-in-achieving-the-sdgs-by-2030/


21 
 

• Keeping class in session: a case study of EdTech and the Covid-19 response in 
Kenya 
 

• Leaving no one behind by fostering Digital Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training in Africa 
 

• Leveraging digital transformation in the post COVID-19 era 
 

• Programme for infrastructure development in Africa (PIDA)  
 

• Should government payments be digitized? 
 

• The remote learning paradox: How governments can truly minimize COVID-related 
learning losses 
 

• The rise of mobile money in sub-Saharan Africa: Has this digital technology lived up 
to its promises? 
 

• The role of digitalization in the decade of action for Africa 
 

• The role of e-governance in bridging the digital divide 
 

• UNCDF Launches Digital Economy Strategy—Leaving No One Behind in the Digital 
Era 
 

• What works in EdTech? 
 

• When and how to use digital tech to improve public service delivery 
 

• Why the COVID Crisis Is Not EdTech’s Moment in Africa 
 

• Working towards universal internet access and digital equality in South Africa 

https://aphrc.org/publication/keeping-class-in-session-a-case-study-of-edtech-and-the-covid-19-response-in-kenya/
https://aphrc.org/publication/keeping-class-in-session-a-case-study-of-edtech-and-the-covid-19-response-in-kenya/
https://www.adeanet.org/en/news/leaving-no-one-behind-fostering-digital-technical-vocational-education-training-africa
https://www.adeanet.org/en/news/leaving-no-one-behind-fostering-digital-technical-vocational-education-training-africa
https://www.uneca.org/events/eca-covid-19-response/leveraging-digital-transformation-post-covid-19-era
https://www.afdb.org/en/topics-and-sectors/initiatives-partnerships/programme-for-infrastructure-development-in-africa-pida
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/blog/10-13-20/should-government-payments-be-digitized
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/remote-learning-paradox-how-governments-can-truly-minimize-covid-related-learning-losses
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/remote-learning-paradox-how-governments-can-truly-minimize-covid-related-learning-losses
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/blog/10-22-20/rise-mobile-money-sub-saharan-africa-has-digital-technology-lived-its-promises
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/blog/10-22-20/rise-mobile-money-sub-saharan-africa-has-digital-technology-lived-its-promises
https://unctad.org/news/role-digitalization-decade-action-africa
https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/role-e-governance-bridging-digital-divide
https://www.uncdf.org/article/4567/uncdf-launches-digital-economy-strategy-leaving-no-one-behind-in-the-digital-era
https://www.uncdf.org/article/4567/uncdf-launches-digital-economy-strategy-leaving-no-one-behind-in-the-digital-era
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-works-edtech
https://www.opml.co.uk/blog/when-and-how-to-use-digital-tech-to-improve-public-service-delivery
file:///C:/Users/The%20Broker/Documents/INCLUDE/Digitisation/•%09https:/www.cgdev.org/blog/why-covid-crisis-not-edtechs-moment-africa
https://cipesa.org/2019/09/working-towards-universal-internet-access-and-digital-equality-in-south-africa/

