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“We still have to remind those working to 
create and introduce new money, financial and 
payment systems into the world that such 
systems are used by… people!”
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When the first edition of this Toolkit was released in 2016, I 
asked, in my prefatory remarks, “Why a consumer finance 
research toolkit, and why now?” I wrote mainly of the explosi-
on in new payment, financial and insurance technologies being 
introduced into social systems and markets around the world, 
often with unintended consequences, and often with little 
forethought on the part of their developers as to how these 
new technologies would impact the human side of money and 
finance.

While I could easily make the same case today, three years 
later, it is striking how some things have changed quickly, and 
others, not at all. “Fintech” is now a word, and a business and 
investment space. The term was still relatively new in 2016 
(and it wasn’t used once in the first toolkit!).

But payment is still … boring, despite all the hype and new 
technology “deployments.” How many readers of this report 
have used Apple Pay a few times only to abandon it because 
of its lack of general availability, ease of use relative to cash or 
cards, or force of habit? How many have re-adopted it since 
purchasing a smart watch? And how has the cost of such de-
vices pushed new payment technologies ever further up the 
socio-economic hierarchy, leading many at the bottom back to 
cash?

Cash, meanwhile, has been under assault, even as its continued 
use makes it seem more resilient than ever. In countries like 
the US and the Netherlands, for example, more and more mer-
chants have gone cashless and celebrate their status as such. 
Realizing the exclusionary impact of refusing cash at the point 
of sale, municipalities and some states in the US have been 
pushing back, banning cashless stores. Cryptocurrencies have 
reached record valuations, only to plummet again, firing up the 
speculative imagination as well as generating much-needed 
scepticism.

On the horizon: artificial intelligence is increasingly being 
used to predict consumer behaviour and price risk—and will 
potentially unleash new forms of discrimination and injustice. 
The presuppositions of the post-World War II liberal order are 
under assault and the regulatory frameworks guaranteeing 
fairness and accountability are being rolled back at a rapid 
pace, making more urgent than ever the responsibilities of the 

business community to ensure fairness, equity, and even finan-
cial justice.

Money and payment have opened up for political and social 
discussion as never before. Since the dawn of agricultural 
states in the ancient Near East thousands of years ago, ac-
counts-keeping has been central to the allocation of resources 
in complex societies. You know something interesting is afoot 
when respectable journalists or government officials question 
the long-run viability or existence of physical banknotes, or 
even state-issued currency itself. In the United States, we have 
not seen such enervated discussion over the nature of money 
since the greenback/goldbug political conflicts of the late 19th 
century.

It is curious, then, that we still have to remind those working 
to create and introduce new money, financial and payment 
systems into the world that such systems are used by… people! 
And people use them in systems that are simultaneously social 
and technological, systems that they use by choice or neces-
sity to meet their basic day to day needs, while also using the 
technologies of money—from cash to Venmo to WeChat Pay—
to make social connections, honour the dead, fulfil religious 
obligations, or make political statements.

How people do money is often more significant than what 
money is, and the debates over what it is are almost always 
grounded in the ways that people use money and its associa-
ted technologies to get by and make do.

This updated Toolkit provides a roadmap for a deep and nuan-
ced understanding of the ways people do money, and the ways 
technologies are complexly integrated into existing socio-tech-
nical arrangements. Approaching these questions requires 
guides to careful research, like the ones presented herein, and 
a small degree of hubris.

The future is hard to predict—but it is surely a future of 
humans making meaning and social relationships with one 
another through consumer financial technologies and systems. 
The methods provided in this toolkit help us get a handle on 
how they do so, and to what ends.

Bill Maurer

Director 
Institute for Money, Technology and Financial Inclusion 
Professor of Anthropology and Law 
University of California, Irvine

FOREWORD 
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“If business and society are to benefit 
from financial transformation, it is crucial 
we understand how diverse consumers 
around the world are reacting to their 
increased choice in financial services.”

Figure 2 
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The financial services industry is facing an era of unpreceden-
ted change. New products are appearing on the market every 
day, and many of these are offered by technology companies 
rather than traditional institutions like banks and insurance 
companies. Consumers have more choice than ever before and 
they are voting with their feet. To make things more complex, 
how consumers use financial services is changing. One of the 
hallmarks of this era is that financial services are becoming 
more customer-centric. Consumers now expect products 
tailored to their needs,1  yet classic market segmentation is no 
longer reliable in product development and marketing.

Digital transformation in financial services presents challenges 
for traditional and non-traditional financial service providers 
(FSPs). They must not only stay informed about their compe-
tition, but also try to anticipate how diverse consumers will 
behave in future markets.

The stakes are high for business. While the public image of 
finance often centres around Wall Street-style investment 
banks, consumer finance actually accounts for the majority of 
transactions worldwide via both formal and informal services. 
Annual retail banking revenues amount to USD $3.4 trillion, and 
according to the World Bank, global remittances reached USD 
$401 billion in 2012.2  The World Payments Report 2018 states 
that rates of non-cash transactions grew by 10.1% during 2015-
2016, reaching a total of USD $482 billion.

The stakes are also high for society. ‘Fintech’ has the potential 
to provide all kinds of benefits to consumers. It can expand 
consumer choice, increase access to product information, 
assist with financial literacy, and decrease transaction costs. 
However, it can also give rise to new problems, such as fraud, 
user errors, learning difficulties, ineffective UX, stress, and 
financial mismanagement.3 

If business and society are to benefit from financial transfor-
mation, it is crucial we understand how diverse consumers 
around the world are reacting to their increased choice in 
financial services. ‘Business as usual’ is a strategy for failu-
re. Instead, we must find new ways to generate meaningful 
consumer insights and apply them to the development of pro-
ducts and policies.

The Consumer Finance Research Methods Toolkit (CFRM Tool-
kit) presents cutting-edge approaches and methods being 
done across different sectors of finance. We give practitioners 
a starting point to think about how they can improve their 
research and prepare their organisations for the future.

ABOUT THE CFRM TOOLKIT
This toolkit was produced as part of the IMTFI’s Consumer 
Finance Research Methods Project.4  It demonstrates how dif-
ferent methods are being applied in finance research to help 
both for-profit and not-for-profit organisations cope with rapid 
changes in the sector. It is designed to help researchers and 
managers to:

 y Learn about innovations taking place in consumer  
finance research

 y Understand how to use research to improve their organi-
sation’s strategy

 y Facilitate connections between researchers and organi-
sations with complementary expertise

 
Just as consumers have an ever-increasing choice of finan-
cial products, researchers have an ever-increasing array of 
methods at their disposal. This Toolkit provides readers with 
inspiration for ways they can develop their research, either 
by themselves or in collaboration with others. Readers can 
choose to learn about applications that are familiar to them, or 
discover entirely new methods and professionals who practice 
them.

WHAT IS CONSUMER FINANCE?
We define consumer finance as money management practices 
by individuals and/or households using a range of financial 
tools (such as money, bank accounts, cards, transfer services, 
mobile money, microfinance) to achieve financial goals (such as 
saving, lending, borrowing, investing, insuring).

Generally this definition does not include money management 
within businesses. However, we recognise that there are many 
households around the world that do not clearly separate their 
household expenses from their business expenses. We therefo-
re maintain a flexible definition.
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WHY A RESEARCH TOOLKIT?
Consumer finance research across all sectors faces common 
issues:

 y Consumer finance markets are changing fast globally, 
and our research methods need to be adaptable to shif-
ting consumer practices

 y Due to the global connectivity of financial systems, 
collaborations between different kinds of organisations 
(universities, industry, NGOs) are becoming increasingly 
helpful to understand and reach consumers in different 
places

 y Financial practices often include both qualitative and 
quantitative elements, making it important for rese-
archers to have a good basic knowledge of methods 
outside their own area of expertise

 y Getting good data while protecting research participants’ 
privacy is a major challenge where issues of money and 
technology are concerned

 y There are competing theories about how people make 
financial decisions, and being familiar with a range of 
different research methods can help us understand why 
researchers’ explanations differ

 
The right research design can help produce rigorous data and 
relevant insights, while ensuring that the privacy of research 
participants is protected. A well-developed research strategy 
can help organisations stay competitive. We hope that the 
CFRM Toolkit will assist researchers in discovering new ways to 
tackle problems and forge fruitful collaborations.

Example II: Choose the right experts
Anette is a manager in a medium-sized NGO. Her team 
has been using household survey data to study conditional 
cash transfers in Ecuador, but she is dissatisfied with the 
results. She suspects that the primary cash flow isn’t from 
government to household, but from household to house-
hold.

Prompted  by the financial diary studies showcased in the 
CFRM Toolkit, Anette decides that her organisation needs 
to do this kind of study to collect the qualitative and quan-
titative data they need. Anette isn’t an expert in these 
areas, so she contacts relevant professionals to form a 
collaboration.

Example I:  Design research for digital 
transformation
Todd is a social scientist working in a research institute. 
For ten years he has been studying informal financial 
practices among people in Southeast Asia, primarily using 
a combination of surveys and third party data. 

Recently, the majority of his research participants have 
begun to use a range of digital financial services. He re-
alises that he is going to have to adapt his methods in 
order to understand how these new changes are affecting 
financial practices. Todd browses through this toolkit and 
decides to combine portable kit interviews with online 
research in forums where users exchange tips about using 
financial products.

Example III: Learn new methods
Melanie is a UX researcher working in a bank. Her team 
use methods like prototyping, task analysis, A/B testing, 
surveys and data analysis to understand how their custo-
mers are using their products. They are working on a 
new money management app, but realise they know little 
about their customers’ daily practices or how they use 
tools from other providers.

Looking at the Toolkit, the team decide that ethnograp-
hy will help them to gain deeper insights into how their 
customers manage their money in the context of their 
everyday lives. They design a research project and select 
a small team to go out into the community and into peop-
le’s homes to conduct participant observation. They then 
feed this data back into product development.

WHO IS THIS TOOLKIT FOR?
The CFRM Toolkit is intended for use by anyone who needs to 
adapt to the new global finance market:

 y Innovation specialists
 y Research and design teams
 y Organisations and companies
 y Individual professionals
 y Instructors and students

 
User insight specialists, designers, NGO workers, policy spe-
cialists, and academic researchers are among those who 
may benefit from the Toolkit’s descriptions of how different 
methods are applied to a wide range of problems around the 
world.

Whether you work in the field, in a lab, or at home on your 
notebook, this Toolkit covers methods that are relevant to 
your research context.
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“Innovation involves much more than 
simply coming up with a good idea: it 
requires understanding how the market 
for financial services is changing, and 
how humans are adapting to it.”

Figure 3 
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INDUSTRY CHANGES AND 
HUMAN CHALLENGES 



14

In a fast-changing market organisations need to be innovative 
if they are to survive. But innovation involves much more than 
simply coming up with a good idea: it requires understanding 
how the market for financial services is changing, and how 
humans are adapting to it.

For organisations to succeed in today’s financial services mar-
ket, they must come to terms with the fact that the changes 
we are witnessing are not going to settle down any time soon. 
But understanding change is hard, and predicting changes in 
human behaviour is even harder. 

This is because these changes are caused by a wide range of 
economic, technological, social, and cultural factors, and these 
factors change at different rates.

This is a big challenge, but it’s not impossible. The first step is 
to identify the changes taking place. The second step is to get 
hold of good information. Research and researchers will play 
a key role in helping organisations gauge present and future 
markets.

In this chapter we focus on identifying major changes. Here 
are a few that are causing headaches for industry, NGOs, think-
tanks, and others operating in the financial space.

TECHNOLOGY CHANGES FASTER THAN PEOPLE
You build a new product and put it on the market. You know it 
is useful and will improve people’s lives. Why don’t they use it?

There are many reasons why products fail, but one that we 
often forget is that technology changes much faster than hu-
man behaviour and culture. This means that there is always a 
lag between product availability and market uptake.

This gap causes frustration for companies that have created a 
product they believe will help people, but are struggling to sell 
it. It also causes headaches for researchers, who increasingly 
pin their hopes on quantitative data to generate the insights 
they need.

CONSUMERS HAVE FAR MORE CHOICE
We can now choose from a dizzying array of financial provi-
ders and products from around the world. We also have more 
choice as to how we combine them. We can create our own 
financial toolboxes with elements from different providers, 
buying health insurance from one company, travel insurance 
from another, transferring money through different providers, 
and so on.

In many ways, this is great for consumers. However, more 
choice is not always better. Even though we may have access 
to more product information than ever before (thanks to the 
Internet), the sheer number of products available makes it 
difficult to compare them and make the right choices. We end 
up getting ‘decision fatigue’, and we make no choice at all.

This conundrum has been long observed in the insurance in-

dustry, where people particularly struggle to understand what 
different policies will actually cover.5 Credit products generate 
similar issues, since people often do not understand the condi-
tions they are agreeing to (such as how much interest they will 
end up paying in total).

Problems of product choice and asymmetric information are 
compounded today, since products are both more numerous 
and come from a far greater range of companies and geo-
graphic locations than in the past.

‘EARLY ADOPTERS’ ARE  
NOT WHO THEY USED TO BE
As marketers and advertisers have known for hundreds of 
years, few people start using a new product simply because 
it is useful. It is much likely that they adopt a new product 
because of ‘social proof’—someone they trust or admire used 
it first.

‘Early adopters’ are therefore key to the success of any new 
product entering the market. They used to primarily be young 
men living in wealthy countries. This is no longer the case.

Today, early adopters can be anyone: old or young, male or fe-
male, and located anywhere. This makes market segmentation 
challenging. It is even more challenging if we refuse to recog-
nise these changes and the complex diversity in the market.

CULTURE IS COMPLEX
Financial behaviour can differ enormously from place to place. 
For example, Germans are known to be cash-centric, whereas 
the Dutch prefer to pay with card.6  In Kenya, people favour 
M-PESA as a way to send money to each other, rather than via 
their bank accounts. The most popular payments platforms in 
China are not the same as those in the USA.

Geographic differences in financial behaviours and preferences 
arise from cultural, technological, and economic factors. If we 
want to understand consumers at home and abroad, we need 
to look beyond the usual WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industri-
alized, Rich, and Democratic) nations. We must find out how 
consumers think and act, what they value, and how they spend 
their money.

Comparing the financial practices of consumers in different 
places can help us to understand why people respond to chan-
ges differently. There is a wealth of valuable information being 
produced by researchers from all over the world (including the 
Institute for Money, Technology and Financial Inclusion [IMT-
FI]). This information can help us to better design and target 
our products, programs, and policies.
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COMPETITION IS GLOBAL …
The digital transformation of financial services is truly global. 
There are approximately five billion adults around the world 
using financial services. With smart phones in the hands of 
the majority of the world’s population, people are no longer 
wholly dependent on domestic services, and companies are 
increasingly able to offer services globally. Organisations provi-
ding financial services need to take into account the fact that 
people are shopping for consumer finance products in a global 
market.

Companies wishing to expand into new markets need to 
understand the competition. Today, many innovations in 
consumer finance begin in the ‘Global South’.7 China, Brazil, 
Mexico, India and Kenya are just some examples of markets 
that are ahead of the global curve when it comes to many 
consumer finance products. Safaricom’s mobile money service 
in Kenya, M-PESA, is one such example.

The key to understanding your global competitors today is to 
realise that they may not be who you expect. The most suc-
cessful businesses might be those that began as a one-person 
start-up in a remote location. Competition has been democra-
tised–and that’s a good thing.  

… AND SO ARE PEOPLE AND THEIR MONEY
The world’s population is increasingly mobile, and the new 
generation of financial services is perfectly positioned to serve 
mobile people. For the past few decades, the main products 
serving travellers and migrants have been credit cards and 
money transfer services. In recent years competition has 
swelled, with thousands of transfer services and currency con-
verters appearing on the market.

This market interest is not surprising given the money at sta-
ke. Remittances to low and middle income countries reached 
$554 billion in 2019, although they are expected to decline due 
to Covid-19.8  Private remittances often make up a significant 
proportion of national GDP.

Global mobility also means that our ‘home’ markets are con-
nected to other places financially. Consumers may have bank 
accounts, investments, and businesses in more than one coun-
try. While this is still fairly rare, it may be less so in the future. 
At present, most financial aggregator apps, such as Mint, do 
not allow consumers to connect bank accounts in more than 
one country.

BANK? WHAT’S A BANK?
In countries with large ‘unbanked’ populations,9 the technolo-
gisation of finance is helping people to skip the transition from 
retail banks to other service providers altogether. Around 35% 
of adults lack a formal bank account or similar.10 

 Instead of extending banking networks, which require a great 
deal of infrastructure and investment, basic financial services 

are being offered through microfinance agencies and mobile 
phone-based systems. These kinds of financial services are 
capitalizing on new knowledge about how low-income people 
spend their money.

Mobile money services, which allow people to make transac-
tions using ordinary phones, are particularly useful because 
they give people access to a range of services under the one 
platform. This includes domestic and international transfers, 
merchant payments, savings accounts, insurance, and credit. 
These services replace or complement a wide array of informal 
services, speeding up transactions and reducing costs.

FINTECH HAS THE POTENTIAL  
TO CLOSE THE GENDER GAP
According to Kantar,11 financial services are missing out on 
nearly USD $800 billion in profits because they are not de-
veloping services with women in mind or marketing to them 
directly. 

The Global Banking Alliance for Women report that women 
make or influence 80% of purchasing decisions globally, yet 
73% report being unsatisfied with their financial service pro-
viders.12 Women are in a position to make or break companies 
offering new products on the market. Companies ignore wo-
men at their peril.

Designing and delivering financial services to women presents 
a double opportunity. First, it can help companies make bigger 
profits. Second, it can help overcome the very real gender gap 
that still exists between women’s and men’s financial health.

Yet until recently, financial service providers were not willing to 
tailor services or advertising to women’s needs, preferences, 
and lifestyle.13 Apart from a few isolated attempts to tap into 
the ‘pink dollar’, such as feminised credit cards (think pink and 
Hello Kitty),14  most financial services were historically designed 
according to a one-size-fits-all model.

Whether we are male or female, old or young, our bank ac-
counts, debit cards, mortgages, and insurance products are 
essentially the same.

Today, however, things have changed. The new generation of 
‘fintech’ services specialise in niche products and markets. De-
signing products specifically for women is more technologically 
and economically viable than ever before. 

As Anette Broløs and Erin B. Taylor describe in the report 
Female Finance: Digital, Mobile, Networked, an increasing 
number of financial service offerings are designed for (and by) 
women. And delivery is just as important as design. Women 
value services that speak to them and reflect their life context. 
It’s time we stopped following the ‘one size fits all’ model for 
financial services.
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“Just as consumers have an ever-increasing 
choice of financial products, researchers 
have an ever-increasing array of methods 
at their disposal.”

Figure 4 
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RESEARCH METHODS
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Table: Strengths and limitations of the methods in this toolkit 

Method Strengths Limitations

Ethnography  y Research occurs in context
 y Hands-on participation results in learning 

more about participants
 y Can be used to cross-check data sources
 y Track people’s behaviour over time
 y Increases trust in the researcher

 y Not representative of the general population
 y Usually not replicable
 y Resource-intensive

Interviews  y Uses a first-person perspective
 y Flexibility of location
 y Versatile: can use with other methods
 y Sometimes quantifiable

 y Subject to self-reporting bias
 y Resource-intensive
 y Can be complex to design, depending on 

aims

Object-centred  
methods

 y Assists in generating discussion
 y Can help participants understand what 

the researcher is asking
 y Focus on specific features of objects
 y Prompts participants to recall 

information accurately
 y Can produce user-created data

 y Subject to self-reporting bias
 y Resource-intensive

Financial diaries  y Show how participants use a range of 
financial products

 y Track participants’ financial behaviour 
over time

 y Record information creatively
 y Increase financial awareness

 y Not always representative of a larger 
population

 y Subject to self-reporting bias
 y Timing of data collection can be difficult

Digital research  y Researcher does not need to be 
physically ‘on location’

 y Expands the range of tools available for 
research

 y Facilitates follow-up studies

 y Limited access to some groups, e.g. people 
who are not on the internet

 y Remote data collection can reduce data 
quality

Experiments  y Permit control of variables
 y Often replicable
 y Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs) 

demonstrate impact

 y Design flaws can invalidate experiments
 y Results may not reflect real life behaviours
 y It can be difficult to form a representative 

sample
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As more consumers around the world adopt formal financial 
products and services, ethnography is being used to investi-
gate an increasingly wide range of behaviours and products, 
including household financial management, payday loans, 
mortgages, microfinance, money, Islamic banking, and remit-
tances.

Ethnography as a method is also changing. Technological 
developments have resulted in an entirely new field known 
as computational anthropology.15  Ethnography is also a core 
method in human-centred design,16  an approach to research 
that incorporates interactions with people into the design of a 
product or service.

WHAT IS IT?
 y Qualitative
 y Combines participant observation with other methods
 y Face-to-face or remote data collection

 
Ethnography is a method of studying people in the places whe-
re they live or where the action is taking place. It is a versatile 
method that can be coupled with both qualitative and quanti-
tative techniques, and can be used in virtually any setting.

Ethnography is particularly useful in consumer finance to 
understand how consumers adapt to changing products or 
economic conditions, and how people’s financial behaviour is 
influenced by their social environment. 
 

Examples of use

 y The International Finance Corporation did an ethnographic study of the barriers to, and drivers of, trust in digital financial 
services in sub-Saharan Africa.17 

 y The Hitachi group of companies, within their Center for Social Innovation, uses ethnography to identify social trends and 
changes to people’s values (kizashi method) for fintech product development.18 

 y Microsoft researcher Jacki O’Neill and her team looked at the context of digital loan payments and collection via Airtel Mo-
ney among low income rickshaw drivers in India. They found that direct transactions fail to address the need for flexible 
repayment of loans.19 

 y Lisa Servon used participant observation to investigate why and how customers use payday loans in a check-cashing store 
in New York City.20 

 y Zuzsanna Vargha did ethnographic fieldwork at a Hungarian home savings and loan bank to understand how banks explain 
financial plans to clients.21 

 y Melissa Cliver and her team carried out a project in California to better understand how individuals who would become 
newly eligible for food benefits might interact with a streamlined food benefits application process.22 

Technically, ethnography is more of an approach than a me-
thod because ethnographers often use multiple ways to collect 
data.23  However, all ethnographic studies have two features in 
common:

1. Research is carried out within a real-life setting. This 
could be a village, neighbourhood, workplace or online 
(such as an Internet forum).

2. Researchers use observational techniques alongside 
other methods to record actual behaviours as well as 
reported ones.

 
The cornerstone of ethnography is participant observation, 
which involves learning about people’s experiences by doing 
activities with them and recording observations in extensive 
field notes. Ethnographers complement this with data obtain-
ed in other ways, including recording interviews, analysing 
documents, or deploying questionnaires and surveys.

Ethnography’s emphasis on living with people and observing 
their behaviour in real-life contexts distinguishes it from other 
qualitative methods, which tend to rely on formal interviews 
or qualitative analysis of other data, such as video [for an ex-
ception, see Experiments].

ETHNOGRAPHY
Ethnography has a long history in consumer finance research. Since the late 19th century, anthropologists have used ethnography to dis-
cover how people create, share, and manage money. Researchers have investigated topics as broad as the development of shell money as 
currency in Melanesia, community-based savings associations in Africa and the Caribbean, and use of tally sticks to record debt in many 
parts of the world.
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STRENGTHS

Research occurs in context
Ethnographers carry out research within real life contexts. 
The social environments in which people live and work—home, 
office, school, social media, and so on—significantly affect their 
actions and choices. Moreover, what people do in real life is 
often very different to what they do in a lab, or report in an 
interview or survey. 

People often do not accurately recall information, they leave 
out information if they feel it is unimportant, or they might 
avoid a topic because there is a cultural taboo on discussing 
it. People especially struggle to find the words to explain their 
habits (such as why they keep documents in certain places) 
[see Case Study 2].

Participation as a way of learning
Participant observation is used by ethnographers to gain an 
insider’s view into how people act, think, and feel. When we 
join in on an activity, we often notice things that passed us 
by when we were, well, bystanders. For example, standing in 
a bank line with a customer can be a powerful method to un-
derstand their frustration at having to wait, and to figure out 
what can be done to make transactions more efficient. Simi-
larly, using a product ourselves (such as a banking app) helps 
show up design flaws that research participants might not 
think to mention when asked for feedback.

Cross-check data sources
Doing observations can help researchers learn about things 
that our research participants don’t tell us. But how can they 
sure that we are interpreting our observations correctly? Be-
cause ethnographers combine participant observation with 
other kinds of data, they can compare these to reality check 
their analysis.

If a researcher discovers that there is a contradiction in what 
their different data sources are telling them, they can then put 
more effort into figuring out why this gap exists. This produces 
more reliable insights at the end of the day.

Track behaviour over time
Because ethnographers generally spend considerable time in 
the field (ranging from days to years), they are able to record 
data on repeated and changing behaviour, such as product 
adoption, yearly household financial cycles, and work patterns. 

This can be particularly useful in consumer finance research 
because people’s interactions with money and financial pro-
ducts are often cyclical:

 y Most people get paid at specific times (such as monthly)
 y People receive and pay bills at regular intervals
 y Spending patterns differ throughout the year due to 

changing seasons or religious festivals (e.g., many people 
spend more money at Christmas time)

 y Yearly bonuses or seasonal economies (such as selling at 
summer festivals) may mean that people earn most of 
their income within a short time frame each year

 

Tracking these cycles can generate valuable information to 
design products and services, or to simply understand how 
people manage finances over time.

Increase access to sensitive data
People often consider their financial information to be private 
and are reluctant to share it. Ethnography can help to overco-
me this barrier because researchers often spend enough time 
in the field to build relationships with their research partici-
pants and gain their trust. 

Participants have more time than usual to learn about the 
researcher and their work, and to ask questions about how the 
data will be used. Access to data therefore often comes about 
because researcher and participants have co-negotiated im-
portant personal and ethical issues.

LIMITATIONS

Not representative of the general population
Ethnographers do not usually collect data based on represen-
tative samples. This means that, while their findings can count 
as evidence we cannot assume that people generally behave in 
the ways that ethnographers observe. 

The exception to this is comparative analysis, in which ethno-
graphers compare data from a range of different studies (often 
produced by different researchers and at different times) to 
spot patterns and create more general insights.

A lack of representativeness is unlikely to present a problem 
for researchers who want to test a product in development, 
because even a handful of test subjects can uncover flaws in 
a product design. Nor is it a problem for researchers investi-
gating edge cases or early adopters, since by definition these 
groups are not representative of the general population. 

However, hard data is more useful for figuring out whether a 
product or policy is applicable to a broader population.

Usually not replicable
Ethnographic studies are rarely replicable for two reasons. 
First, they involve the study of complex social phenomena 
that are prone to change rapidly. Second, gaining access to the 
same sets of people that participated in an original research 
project can be difficult as they may have moved, or they may 
no longer have time to participate in an in-depth study. Rese-
arch that requires replicability may be better suited to using 
structured interviews or surveys.

Resource intensive
Some ethnography can be carried out in a matter of hours, 
but in most cases the best results come from spending con-
siderable time in the field. Whether ethnography is viable 
will depend on what information is needed and the resources 
available. For example, if a payments company wants to know 
how customers decide how to pay at the point of sale, then 
a few hours or days may be enough to produce the insights 
needed. However, observing customers’ financial management 
from month to month would require a much longer study, with 
many more hours spent in the presence of the customer.
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Case Study 1
 
OBSERVATIONS OF CASH USE IN ETHIOPIA
Observations of people’s behaviour can provide information 
that is not accessible through any other method.

Researcher Woldmarian Fikre Mesfin used participant observa-
tion to collect data on open-air cash transactions in fourteen 
different marketplaces in Ethiopia.24  Markets are busy places, 
and so buyers and sellers depend upon short cuts in order to 
make transactions quickly. 

Moreover, most of Mesfin’s research participants were func-
tionally illiterate and could not read the numbers or text on 
banknotes. He paid particular attention to:

 y Shortcuts buyers and sellers use to quickly tell currency 
values apart

 y Errors made by sellers in their calculations
 y How sellers divided up cash into different piles to assist 

their accounting
 
By focusing on these areas, Mesfin aimed to identify the com-
mon practices that merchants (sellers) and buyers (customers) 
perform

Method
Mesfin used observation techniques to collect data on how 
people counted, stored, and transacted with cash. He recorded 
these observations using a combination of field notes, photo-
graphy and video (where appropriate).

Mesfin explained to us the benefits of observation:

 y It helped him to quickly understand what respondents 
say about their practices

 y It enabled him and his respondents to reach common un-
derstandings, since they could point to concrete details, 
such the design features of money or bags

 y Observation tended to raise new questions that may not 
have come to mind through other methods

 
To confirm his observations, Mesfin also conducted interviews 
with his research participants. He cross-checked the data ge-
nerated by each method (known as triangulation) to ensure he 
had not misunderstood what was occurring. Mesfin’s research 
is an example of a multi-method study.

Findings
Mesfin discovered that buyers and sellers identify currency 
notes of different values according to their colour rather than 
by the numbers printed onto them. This is a common practice 
in many countries, especially in those that have brightly-colou-
red notes such as Ethiopia.

However, these kinds of short cuts did not prevent errors of 
calculation. Due to time constraints and crowding, sellers were 
not always sure who had paid them or whether change was 
due.

Observations permitted Mesfin to track the different methods 
of accounting sellers used. Some sellers preferred to use a sin-
gle bag for their money, whereas other sellers had a separate 
bag for each type of item they sold. 

For example, money from the sale of coffee would go into one 
bag, and money from the sale of salt would go into a second 
bag. When they provided change for an item, they would take 
it from the bag corresponding to that item.

Research participants admitted that this system sometimes 
made transactions overly complicated, but there were a few 
reasons why it was preferable. One was that when all of a sel-
ler’s money was stored in one single bag it was at greater risk 
of theft. Another was that, in the absence of written records or 
cash registers, storing money in separate bags helped them to 
keep track of product movement:

“Keeping these sales separate enables them to easily 
know the daily sales from each item, the net profit of each 
item and the most profitable items in their portfolios.“25 

While research participants could potentially explain these 
behaviours in interviews, observation overcomes many inaccu-
racies introduced by human recall or omission.

Applications
Insights such as these could be used to inform the develop-
ment of new money-management products, such as a mobile 
money service that includes built-in features suitable for local 
contexts or particular users. For example, a mobile money 
service aimed at sellers could provide multiple wallets connec-
ted to the one account. This would allow users to continue to 
divide up cash into multiple piles.

Ethical issues
As with many studies of money, Mesfin told us that he encoun-
tered privacy issues regarding collecting this data:

“Sometimes, as related to money, respondents do not feel 
comfortable opening up their money bags and let you see. 
If their bag contains little money they feel shame.”26 

However, since Mesfin spent a significant amount of time in 
each research site, he developed trust and even friendship 
with the sellers in the market. He also says that if people saw 
others showing him the content of their bags, they felt confi-
dent to talk with him and show him their bags.



22

Case Study 2 
 
USING LONG-TERM ETHNOGRAPHY  
TO UNDERSTAND DEBT IN GUATEMALA
Some topics in consumer finance are difficult to research 
because the information is private, widely dispersed, or not 
recorded in any form. Ethnographic research can assist in over-
coming these barriers because researchers piece together data 
from a wide variety of sources.

Ethnographers often revisit the same place for years, or even 
decades, to carry out different research projects, meaning that 
they get to know a place and its people in detail. This makes it 
easier to identify how financial behaviours fit into larger social, 
cultural, and economic patterns.

A good example of this is David Stoll’s research in Guatemala. 
Stoll has been carrying out research on political and economic 
issues in the highland Maya market town of Nebaj since 1987. In 
his book El Norte or Bust! How Migration Fever and Microcredit 
Produced a Financial Crash in a Latin American Town,27  Stoll 
describes how he watched Nebajenses become over-indebted 
as they speculated on migration to the United States.

Stoll investigated the motivations behind people’s decisions 
to take on debt, inter-group lending practices, and the role of 
microfinance agencies in stimulating the community’s debt 
bubble.

Method
Stoll carried out long-term ethnographic fieldwork, beginning 
in 1987 and generally returning to the field every year. Some of 
these trips were made to carry out a concrete research agen-
da; others were simply to visit and keep in touch. Stoll reports 
that long-term fieldwork had two advantages:

 y It permitted him to stay connected to residents, building 
up trust and recognition

 y It allowed him to observe how the community and its 
institutions changed over time, including generational 
change

 
Stoll’s research turned to the problem of indebtedness in 2007 
when he discovered that residents were becoming heavily in-
debted to microfinance institutions, banks, moneylenders, and 
each other. Finding out why people were taking on so much 
debt involved:

 y Interviewing residents about their borrowing and lending
 y Observing interactions between family members, neigh-

bours, and institutions
 y Working with a debt committee to tabulate the experi-

ences of its members
 
Stoll’s initial research involved trying to discover why people 
were becoming so indebted. As the picture became clearer, his 
research questions became more numerous and more specific, 
focusing especially on understanding why people would take 
on the risks associated with borrowing and lending.

Findings
Stoll’s initial finding was that a drop in remittances from the 
US was causing more people to default on their loans. As de-
faults rose, the town’s lending institutions stopped making 
new loans, and defaults rose even higher. The price of local real 
estate, which had inflated enormously, suddenly collapsed.

Many households were taking on debt to fund illegal migration 
to the US. From their onset in the late 1990s until 2006, the 
majority of these ventures had been successful. The families 
who stayed behind received money from their relatives who 
had migrated. Migrants were able to pay back the loans finan-
cing their trip and return with enough savings to buy a used 
motor vehicle, land or livestock, or to improve their homes.

From 2006 onward, migrants found it increasingly difficult to 
find enough employment in the US to pay for their trip, let 
alone send the remittances their families now expected.Stran-
gely, these increased failures did not immediately deter other 
residents from taking on debt to migrate themselves. Instead 
of shrinking, the bubble grew bigger for another year.

Stoll found various factors that exacerbated risk-taking among 
borrowers:

 y People were reluctant to believe that migration was no 
longer a successful strategy

 y Even if they did recognise the risk, they considered it to 
be one worth taking

 y Failed migrations meant that families would have to bor-
row even more money so that the aspiring migrant could 
make another attempt at crossing the border

 y The only way of paying back loans was to take out more 
loans

 y Some people took loans to lend to others in the hope of 
making a profit

 
Among lenders, Stoll found the following:

 y People would lend to each other to fulfil social obligati-
ons or with the hope of making a profit

 y Loan sharks charged high rates to cover the cost of the 
risk

 y Formal lenders, such as microfinance agencies, were not 
aware that their loans were being invested in migration 
or third-party lending activities

 
Stoll reports that while he gained initial contacts through his 
local networks, strangers were also willing to talk candidly 
with him about their debts, admitting to their own faulty deci-
sions as well as to instances in which they had been tricked or 
let down by others.

However, no one person or institution had a good sense of the 
entire picture. By combining interviews, observations and par-
ticipation, Stoll pieced the story together.
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Applications
Stoll’s work has numerous applications in understanding and 
tackling over-indebtedness. Stoll reports that while in the field 
he was able to assist both individuals and institutions by:

 y Helping one of the debt committees compile a list of 
problem cases

 y Paying for a local radio spot warning against the resur-
gence of a particular swindle

 y Paying some medical expenses for a crippled returnee
 y Providing advice for what he warned were unrealistic 

pitches to NGOs
 
There are many ways in which Stoll’s findings could be applied. 
For example:

 y Knowledge of how debt is accumulated can assist regu-
lators in deciding which kinds of institutions to license or 
in developing methods to combat loan sharks

 y NGOs could use his insights to develop financial literacy 
programs that focus particularly on the assessment of 
risk, not just on how to choose and use products

 y Microfinance institutions could adjust the processes by 
which they make lending decisions

 y Retail banks and other formal financial institutions could 
develop products that take residents’ collective financial 
behaviours into account as well as their individual beha-
viours

ETHICAL ISSUES
The fact that Stoll conducted long-term fieldwork meant that 
he was reasonably aware of the kinds of ethical issues that 
might occur. However, this did not guarantee that they could 
always be avoided. Stoll told us:

“The biggest ethical issue is my inability to provide 
financial assistance to the people who told me their 
stories. Even the smallest of the debts that were sinking 
them were on the order of $1,000 to $2,000 dollars. Per 
my human subjects protocol, I always introduced myself 
as an anthropologist whose job was to collect stories and 
publish books, not an NGO who could provide help. But 
because of the aura surrounding gringos, especially in a 
town upon which one NGO after another has descended, 
merely repeating this disclaimer did not vanish the hope 
that I might be able to help in some way.”28 

He continued:

“What I did do was help debtors communicate with local 
pro-bono lawyers; pay for physical therapy for a crippled 
returnee; and pay for a local radio spot warning against 
the resurgence of a particular swindle. I have also had my 
book translated into Spanish and circulated it via PDF to 
Nebajenses who have enough schooling to read it. I hope 
that it will encourage town authorities to discourage 
predatory money lending, crackdown on swindlers, and 
support victims through the legal system.”

Stoll’s assessment highlights various ethical problems that 
researchers studying indebtedness might encounter:

1. Transparency about the aims and outcomes of research 
is an ethical obligation.

2. There may be a gap between what researchers say they 
do, and what participants think they do. This raises 
the possibility of unintentional coercion in which par-
ticipants share information that they would not have 
otherwise given away.

3. Research on vulnerable populations that does not result 
in tangible outcomes has questionable ethical value in 
the eyes of the population being studied.

4. If participants receive only indirect assistance from the 
research, they may not associate this assistance with the 
research and may feel exploited.

 
It should also be kept in mind that ethical issues change 
throughout the course of research, especially in long-term 
studies. What is problematic at the beginning of data collec-
tion may cease to be an issue down the track, and vice versa. 
Care therefore needs to be taken to regularly assess current 
ethical issues. 

More about the method

Practical Ethnography: A Guide to Doing Ethnography in 
the Private Sector by Sam Ladner (2014, Left Coast Press)

Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quan-
titative Approaches by H. Russell Bernard (2011, AltaMira)

A Handbook of Practicing Anthropology edited by Riall 
Nolan (2013, Wiley-Blackwell)

Doing Anthropology in Consumer Research by Patricia L. 
Sunderland and Rita Mary Taylor Denny (2007, Left Coast 
Press)

Figure 5 
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WHAT IS IT?
 y Qualitative / quantitative
 y Multiple techniques to choose from
 y Face-to-face or remote data collection

 
Interviews are a standard method in qualitative research. The 
main types of interviews are structured interviews and un-
structured / semi-structured interviews. Trained interviewers 
are necessary for both types, and the interviews will also need 
to be transcribed, coded, and analysed.

In structured interviews, interviewers write questions (the 
‘interview schedule’) ahead of time and ask exactly the same 
questions of each interviewee. The purpose of this consistency 
is to avoid biasing how the interviewees answer the questi-
ons. Data is quite uniform, and interviewees’ responses can 
be readily compared and analysed, giving them a quantitative 
aspect. For a comprehensive guide to structured interviews, 
see the GAO Guide to Structured Interviews. 29

In unstructured / semi-structured interviews, interviewers 
adapt their questions as the interview progresses. This al-
lows interviewees to explore topics as they arise and ask new 
questions in order to elicit deeper information from the in-
terviewee. This makes comparing interviews somewhat more 
difficult, because there is variation between the questions 
asked of each interviewee. However, there is plenty of coding 
software (such as NVivo) to help researchers find the most 
important themes in their interview set. 

 

Examples of use

 y Yong Ming Kow and his team used semi-structured and on-site interviews to understand the digital pathways of the suc-
cess of AliPay and WeChat Wallet in playing, gifting, and ceremonial practices. 30 

 y Lim Zhiyang of Grab Taxi in Singapore used semi-structured interviews to understand customers’ user preferences, inclu-
ding payment preferences.31 

 y Microsoft researcher Apurv Mehra and his team discuss how a combination of ethnographic and semi-structured interviews 
helped them design the loan payment app Prayana.32 

 y FAIR money undertook a study of financial management among struggling individuals in Silicon Valley.33 
 y IMTFI researcher Janet M. Arnardo researched how indigenous communities in the Philippines store money informally.34 
 y Jonathan Donner and Camilo Tellez examined the adoption, impact and use of mobile financial services in their study of 

mobile banking and economic development.35 
 y Barbara Stewart’s Rich Thinking white paper series presents nearly a decade of interviews with women about their financi-

al behaviour.36 
 y Bruce Cahan of the Filene Institute interviewed representatives from credit unions to better understand the potential of 

their roles and services.37 

There are also many sub-types of interviews, including life 
histories, video interviews, place-based interviews, and inter-
views involving props.

 

STRENGTHS

First-person perspective
While quantitative data are often valuable in telling us what 
people do, they might not tell us why people make certain 
decisions or act in particular ways. People’s descriptions of 
their own behaviour can tell us why they behave in certain 
ways and also what they think motivates their behaviour [see 
Ethnography].

Flexibility of location
Interviews can be carried out in many different locations, such 
as at home, work, school, cafés, over the phone, or over the 
Internet. In finance research, where the data being collected 
is often considered personal, choosing an appropriate location 
can assist in helping interviewees feel comfortable.

Versatility
Interviews are one of the most versatile research methods 
because different kinds of interviews can be used to achieve 
specific goals. Unstructured interviews give the interviewee 
the greatest control over the content. An interview may 
begin with a single planned question, with the interviewer 

INTERVIEWS
Interviews are underrated as a way of learning about people’s financial behaviour. They are one of the most widely used methods in qualita-
tive research due to their versatility, ease of execution, and the quality of data they produce.

While interviews are certainly used in industry, they tend to be overlooked in favour of shorter interviews or UX testing. They are used far 
more extensively in the academic and not-for-profit sectors. A variety of qualitative researchers are trained to conduct interviews, inclu-
ding sociologists, anthropologists, behavioural researchers, and user experience designers.
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generating new questions in response to the interviewee’s 
statements.

Life histories often take this format, but the approach can 
be used for any exploratory research. For example, asking a 
person to simply talk about their finances can lead to topics 
emerging that the interviewer may never have thought of as-
king about. Moreover, it allows the interviewee to discuss what 
they feel is important.

Interviewees can also use props or things in the interviewee’s 
environment to start conversations on certain topics [see Ob-
ject-Centred Methods]. Another approach is cultural domain 
analysis,38 which involves asking interviewees to classify items 
in a list. This helps researchers to understand how intervie-
wees order information.

Quantifiable
Interviews can be coded to add a quantitative element to the 
data (although they will probably not be statistically repre-
sentative of a larger group). Developing a coding schema for 
open-ended questions and analysing the data using quantita-
tive software can achieve this.

LIMITATIONS

Self-reporting bias
Interviews generally depend upon the interviewee to give an 
accurate account of their own thoughts and behaviour. Ho-
wever, while we are all experts when it comes to ourselves, 
studies show that we are unreliable at remembering facts. In-
terviews do not normally schedule time to make observations 
that could be used to cross-check verbal data. It can therefore 
be often advantageous to use interviews in conjunction with 
other methods.

Resource-intensive
Interviews generally require less research time than ethno-
graphy, but they still present significant costs in terms of 
collecting and processing data. Organising interviews and 
carrying them out is a time-consuming process. Transcribing 
interviews is an even more time-intensive process, as it takes 
around 4-5 hours to transcribe one hour of interview. In com-
mercial work, recruiters are often used to assist with finding 
willing participants.

Design complexity
Depending on the research requirements, writing effective 
interview questions can require a high levels of skill. For un-
structured or semi-structured interviews, researchers need 
knowledge of how to adapt questions while the interview 
is taking place. Structured interviews are meant to produce 
rigorous results, and questions must be carefully designed. 
There are many textbooks that discuss the theory and practice 
of writing interview questions.

Case Study 1 
 
HOW HISPANIC AMERICAN COLLEGE STUDENTS 
LEARN ‘GOOD’ AND ‘BAD’ FINANCIAL 
BEHAVIOURS
Many consumer finance researchers have observed that people 
often do not appear to manage their money in ways that best 
suit their interests. This is partly because people may not have 
the financial skills they need to manage their money well, but 
it has also been suggested that people learn ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
behaviours from those around them. But from whom do they 
learn, and how can positive financial behaviours be encoura-
ged?

Marketing professor Kittichai Watchravesringkan wanted to 
find out how Hispanic American college students acquired 
financial skills.39 Several research studies had indicated that 
Hispanic Americans are one of the groups that are most at risk 
of financial difficulties. However, the research did not really 
explain why this was the case.

Hypotheses have included that Hispanic Americans have lo-
wer educational attainment and are reluctant to engage in 
long-term financial planning. One survey suggested that this 
demographic group are suspicious of advertising and are re-
luctant to adopt new products and services that could assist 
them to manage their finances. Another study suggested that 
Hispanics have more present-oriented attitudes and are less 
likely to engage in delayed gratification.

Out of all these possible causes, which are the most impor-
tant? Underlying all of them is a question of how people learn 
financial behaviours in the first place: who their ‘socialization 
agents’ were (family, friends, advertising, etc.). As Watchraves-
ringkan explains:

“Consumer socialization refers to the process by which 
young consumers develop consumer-related skills, 
knowledge, values, and attitudes throughout their 
different life stages via the influence of socialization 
agents, such as family and peers.”

Studying how behaviours are formed, as well as individuals’ 
motivations, deepens our understanding of why one demo-
graphic group might differ from others.

Method
To investigate consumer socialisation among Hispanic Ameri-
cans, the researcher interviewed 11 college students who were 
20-25 years of age. He focused on college students because 
Hispanic Americans demonstrate low levels of educational 
attainment due to financial constraints. All interviewees were 
either first- or second-generation Hispanic Americans.

Students were selected using a combination of a convenience 
sample and snowballing techniques. Care was taken to ensure 
that interviewees represented a range of study majors. Mone-
tary incentives were given to interviewees to increase the rate 
of participation in the study.
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Interviews lasted 60-70 minutes and were audio recorded. 
Interviewees were encouraged to talk about matters that they 
felt were important. The interviews began with ‘grand tour’ 
questions to collect general information before turning to 
financial management specifically. 

Questions were kept quite general, focusing on how intervie-
wees learned to manage their finances, their financial values, 
and their current practices. They included:

 y How do you manage your finances?
 y Are you currently satisfied with the way you handle your 

finances?
 y How do you learn to develop financial skills?
 y What kind of values may impact your financial manage-

ment?
 
The interviewer then coded and compared the interviews 
to spot emergent themes. They showed a selection of their 
conclusions to the interviewees to get their feedback. Overall 
they found that students mostly agreed with the study’s con-
clusions.

Findings
The researchers found that the students’ financial behaviour 
was strongly influenced by their family members. Interviewees 
especially reported that they had learnt the importance of 
financial management and saving from their fathers. To a cer-
tain degree, students also learnt from their peers, television, 
or their religious communities. Students also said they were 
influenced by watching other people get into debt. In some 
cases, students watched others become over-indebted and 
copied their behaviour; in other cases, students learned not to 
follow the footsteps of people who became over-indebted.

Overall, the data suggested that whereas the interviewees 
learn ‘good’ financial behaviours from their families, they tend 
to learn ‘bad’ financial behaviours from outside their families 
(peers and media).

Applications
While this study was small, its findings are potentially useful 
for further research or program development.

In particular, the suggestion that family provides a positive 
overall influence is interesting because it contradicts common 
assumptions. Many social studies tend to assume that, if a be-
haviour is specific to an ethnic group, then it must be culturally 
learned through parent-child transfer.

Instead, the results of this study suggest that inter-group 
socialisation may not be a problem, but rather may contri-
bute towards improving financial management, such as by 
developing programs that enhance the influence of families on 
financial behaviour. As the researchers explain:

“The results may aid academic administrators, financial 
counselors, and consumer educators in gaining a greater 
understanding of this particular college segment and 
finding means to develop effective outreach programs 
geared toward this growing segment.”

Key to uncovering this insight was that interviews were rela-
tively long and open form. This allowed the students the time 
and space to cover issues that they felt were relevant to them. 
In a more structured approach or a shorter time frame, these 
insights may not have been able to emerge.

Ethical issues
This study raises various ethical issues that merit considerati-
on. One of these concerns snowballing, a method of recruiting 
participants to a study by asking already-enrolled participants 
to suggest people they know for recruitment. It is especially 
useful when working with groups that are difficult to access.

There are some reservations about this method because there 
is a danger that participants may not feel that they can refuse 
to assist the researcher. Moreover, it can result in breaches of 
privacy. For more information on the ethics of snowballing, see 
the guidelines on the Boise State University website.40 

Monetary payments are often used to encourage participati-
on in interviews. Some researchers argue that this is ethical 
because participants should be compensated for their time. 
Others raise concerns that financial stress may drive people to 
participate in research that works against their interests. 

This is of particular importance in medical research that can 
have negative physical outcomes for participants. It is less 
of an issue in research that focuses on opinions, values, and 
self-reported behaviour (such as this study). An article posted 
on the NCBI website describes the ethical issues involved in 
paying research subjects.41 

Cultural stereotypes can be reinforced or challenged by re-
search that focuses on a particular social demographic, such 
as an ethnic group. This is known as implicit bias or ingroup 
bias.42  Poorly designed research can sometimes inadvertently 
reinforce stereotypes, such as when questions are not properly 
thought through. This study, by keeping questions open, maxi-
mised the ability of students to share their own perspective 
and limit bias in the research design.

Figure 6 
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Case Study 2 
 
SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS  
OF MOBILE MONEY IN KENYA
An interesting application of interview techniques is the ana-
lysis of social networks. Interviews can be used to collect data 
on networks, which can be analysed either qualitatively or 
quantitatively. Essentially, social network analysis is a self-con-
tained mixed method.

Quantitative interview data can be used to map nodes and 
connections in social networks. The resulting visualisations are 
an excellent way to see clearly who is connected to who, and 
whether a social network is open (loose connections) or closed 
(close ties among group members).

Qualitative interview data can be used to explain what drives 
social networks. For example, interviewees can be asked to 
explain why particular connections exist, how they are main-
tained, and how they have changed over time. In other words, 
whereas the quantitative data tells the ‘what’, qualitative data 
tells the ‘how’.

Social network analysis is particularly useful for studying 
patterns of circulation, such as remittances, conditional cash 
transfers, gifts, and other forms of payments. It is handy for 
analysing mobile money transactions in which users are often 
individuals who send and receive money for social purposes as 
much as for economic ones. It has the advantage of showing 
not only who is connected to who, but also in demonstrating 
how and why money moves across large geographic areas.

Sibel Kusimba and her colleagues conducted a study of mobile 
money in Kenya, where at least 60% of adults are unbanked.43  
Mobile money was launched in Kenya in 2007 and is widely 
recognised as the world’s most successful mobile money ser-
vice. It offers person-to-person transfers, a merchant payment 
service, and a basic means of saving money. In November 2012, 
a related service called M-Shwari was launched that offers 
basic savings accounts and microloans.

Kusimba and her team were interested in discovering how 
rural Kenyans were networked through mobile money and the 
reasons why they sent money. The researchers wanted to find 
out whether common assumptions about mobile money—that 
it empowers individuals, stimulates entrepreneurship, and 
reflects rural-urban migration patterns—reflect Kenyans’ expe-
riences of using mobile money services.

Method
Kusimba and her team undertook research in rural Kenya in 
2012. They conducted participant observation, interviews, and 
survey questionnaires with more than 300 Kenyans, 80% of 
whom were farmers. The team also conducted interviews with 
a smaller sample of Kenyans living in Chicago.

The team carried out different kinds of interviews to elicit 
qualitative and quantitative data. ‘Intercept interviews’ were 
accomplished by walking through the main marketplace. 
Kusimba ‘intercepted’ people, asked them if they wanted to 

answer a few questions, and then gauged how much they 
wanted to talk about the topic.

While the resulting sample was not representative, Kusimba 
notes that it is a good way to canvas general opinions and 
identify people who are interested in taking part in a more 
formal study. Because Kusimba had been working in the 
geographic area for 20 years, she already had contact with a 
number of families who were receiving remittances. She the-
refore recruited people for interviews from both this familiar 
group and from her new contacts made through intercept 
interviews.

In-depth interviews provided background and contextual infor-
mation about people’s experiences, feelings, social lives, and 
economic practices. Kusimba notes that the advantage of the 
in-depth interviews was that the quality of information they 
received was high. A disadvantage was that the interviews 
often required a great deal of time and several visits in order 
to achieve rapport. 

During interviews, the researchers drew up kinship charts. In 
order to draw the networks they asked interviewees to tell 
them who they had sent money in the last year, and who had 
sent them money.

For the quantitative part of the study, the team interviewed 
between 3-10 individuals from 14 families. Each interviewee 
was asked to name all of the relatives that they had sent 
money to, or received money from, in the previous year. Most 
interviewees had sent money to between five and nine people.

Where possible, the researchers then contacted the indivi-
duals who had been mentioned and approached them for an 
interview as well. They entered the resulting matrices into R, 
statistical computing software that can be used to draw social 
networks diagrams.

Kusimba and her team asked people to list the names of peop-
le they had transacted with rather than the amounts of money 
they had sent. There were two reasons for this:

1. People tended to be inaccurate in recalling quantities of 
money.

2. Many people did not like to talk about money directly. 
This was especially the case with men, who would orga-
nise large ritual ceremonies that could cost up to 26,000 
Kenyan shillings. Whereas women would admit that they 
asked family and friends for financial assistance, men 
preferred to say that they had collected debts owed to 
them.

 
Kusimba notes that, for her research, the primary benefits of 
social network analysis were:

 y Visualisations helped them to clearly see and analyse the 
connections in a way that is difficult or impossible with 
ordinary interviews

 y They could tell which networks were ‘open’ or ‘closed’
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 y They obtained a sense of who was ‘brokering’ the gaps in 
networks

 y As SNA is a statistical technique, the networks could be 
examined in terms of size, number of ties, and other 
parameters

 
She explained to us:

“Social network analysis is good because it reveals 
different kinds of social relationships. It also provides 
quantitative assessments in terms of size and number 
of ties. These can also become apparent through 
ethnographic interviews but SNA makes it clearer. We 
need both because the ethnographic interviews give 
context. It’s also good to follow up SNA and do another 
study in a few years (or other appropriate time frame) 
because then you can see the social network change.” 44

Social network analysis has limitations as well as benefits. Like 
any model, it simplifies reality, collapsing a lot of information 
about family ties and obligations. People send money for a 
variety of reasons, including deep kinship ties, social obligati-
on, or to repay a debt, but these differences are not generally 
visible in social network models. Whereas social network 
modelling shows what people do, in-depth interviews demon-
strate why they do it.

Methodologically, networks drawn from interview data need to 
be treated as samples. People forget or intentionally omit their 
connections for various reasons. Like any other kind of ethno-
graphic information, information needs to be verified wherever 
possible by talking to the people who an interviewee says they 
have sent money to or received money from. This sometimes 
yields contradictory information, but can also improve certain-
ty as to the accuracy of data if different interviewees’ accounts 
agree.

SNA has become increasingly popular over the past decade or 
two. Kusimba recommends that qualitative researchers colla-
borate with experts in the method and in consumer science, 
noting that this can introduce qualitative researchers to a ran-
ge of models and approaches that they might not be aware of.

Findings
The team’s combination of qualitative and quantitative ana-
lysis of social networks resulted in a wide array of discoveries. 
The social network visualisations that the study generated 
provide a valuable complement to the in-depth interviews. 
They show clearly that people’s networks are relatively dense 
and that there are many transactions between the people 
within them. 

Family networks are based around siblings and mothers, and 
show a preponderance of matrilineal ties. These findings con-
tribute to conversations about families, informal finance, social 
relationships, and ideas of reciprocity.

Many of the findings contradict common assumptions about 
how mobile money operates as a social and economic tool. 
Others illuminate how mobile money is used in rural Kenya. 
First, there is the assumption that primarily ‘individuals’ use 
mobile money to conduct person-to-person transfers or for 
their own particular purposes, such as saving money. In con-
trast, Kusimba argues that it is better to conceptualise mobile 
money as being used by collectives and groups.

Remittances sent by mobile money are used to strengthen so-
cial ties, especially among siblings and mothers, and as a way 
of contributing to social rituals such as funerals, weddings, and 
coming of age ceremonies. Moreover, a person who receives 
money will often re-circulate a portion of it to other family 
members and friends.

Figure 7 
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Mobile money helps to equalise access to resources within a 
family, rather than simply contribute to an individual’s wealth. 
Indeed, while remittances are often assumed to flow from 
urban to rural areas, Kusimba and her team found that money 
flows in both directions.

Second, people who believe mobile money can combat poverty 
often represent the service as a tool that empowers people 
both socially and economically. This is often true, since sending 
money via a mobile phone can present a significant reduction 
in economic and transaction costs compared to other kinds of 
financial services.

However, Kusimba states that, “For the majority, mobile mo-
ney is a way of reaching out to traditional economic support 
networks”, not a tool to combat poverty. Furthermore, its 
functions and uses are sufficiently different from those of 
mainstream banking that it does not act as a close supple-
ment. Kusimba argues that mobile money is better understood 
“not as banking but as adjunct to the mobile phone,” since the 
practice of sending and receiving money is closely connected 
to that of speaking or texting.

Third, mobile money is often seen to benefit women. Mobile 
money incurs advantages for women because it provides a way 
to make transactions privately, and this can help women gain 
some autonomy from their husbands and other men. Mobile 
money gives individuals more control over their social net-
works, allowing them to both create and sever connections.

Yet, as Kusimba notes, while women tend to receive a large 
share of remittances, they often view mobile money as some-
thing that helps them cope rather than that empowers them. 
This is because most wealth is tied up in land and stock, which 
are predominantly controlled by men.

Fourth, an ethic of generosity places pressure on people to 
recirculate remittances, and this can be seen as a burden. 
People grow weary of constant requests for money and may 
stop answering their phones at times when requests have a 
high frequency, such as before the beginning of the school 
year. People avoid storing money on their phones out of fear 
that it will lead to large purchases or the inability to say no to 
requests for money.

In fact, Kusimba explains, there is a growing sentiment that 
Kenyan social life is becoming overly monetised. Aside from 
the burden of giving, some urban workers will send money to 
their rural homes rather than return in person to participate in 
rituals. This is altering the structure of social life.

Applications
Combining in-depth interviews with social network analysis 
has many potential applications. For example, when we think 
of remittances we often picture urban migrants sending 
money home to their rural families. However, social network 
analysis can bring this assumption into question and show the 
underlying logic of juggling many ties that informs people’s 
money decisions.

Comparison with other areas of the world may uncover con-
trasting cultural dynamics around money sending. This kind of 
research is likely to be of interest to money transfer companies 

that need to understand money culture and practices in diffe-
rent markets. It may also help policy makers, especially since it 
emphasises the importance of groups in mobile money use.

Ethical issues
Privacy is always an issue when it comes to networks. When 
an interviewee named a contact, Kusimba and her team 
generally tried to follow up to see if the named person was 
also interested in participating in the study. Some follow-ups 
declined to take part, and it was important not to make them 
feel pressured into participating.

Some people gave contradictory information in terms of the 
size and frequency of the remittances they sent and received. 
There were people in the study who sent remittances secretly 
and did not want them to be a part of the network visualisa-
tions. In general, says Kusimba, East Africans are quite open 
with information, but some of their mobile money use can be 
illicit. The researchers often omitted information if it could not 
be verified by at least one other person, usually the recipient/
sender, or if the inclusion of personal information had the po-
tential to cause harm to the participant.

While such problems were anticipated, they did limit the data 
that could be collected and the ability to visualise complete 
networks.

More about the method

InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research 
Interviewing by Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann (2009, 
SAGE)

‘Asking questions with reflective focus: A tutorial on de-
signing and conducting interviews’ by Arsel Zeynep (2017, 
Journal of Consumer Research 44(4): 939-948)

‘Pixilated partnerships, overcoming obstacles in qualita-
tive interviews via Skype: A research note’ by Sally Seitz 
(2015, Qualitative Research 16(2): 229-235)

Handbook of Narrative Inquiry: Mapping a Methodology by 
Jean D. Clandinin (2006, SAGE)

Analyzing Social Networks by Stephen P. Borgatti, Martin 
G. Everett and Jeffrey C. Johnson (2013, SAGE)
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The method has been applied to many kinds of consumer 
finance problems, such as on how objects (money, credit 
cards, wallets, etc.) prompt specific behaviours, including 
decision-making, household financial planning, and financial 
consequences.

WHAT IS IT?
 y Qualitative
 y Uses props and other material objects in interviews
 y Face-to-face or remote data collection

 
In object-centred research, participants are invited to engage 
with a particular object or with their environment. Researchers 
may ask the participant to talk about something they can see, 
hear, or feel. For example, props can be incorporated into a 
verbal interview to prompt conversation on particular topics. 
The interviewer may introduce objects, such as a product 
prototype or flash cards, or they may ask the interviewee to 
talk about their own possessions, such as the contents of their 
wallet or the devices they use for banking.

The objects being discussed may be static or interactive. Static 
objects are things that interviewees are asked to comment 
on, but not interact with, such as a printout of a new website. 
Questions may focus on the object’s use, design, appeal, or 
particular features. Flash cards, photographs, video, money, 
credit cards, and even sound can all be used as static objects in 
interviews.

Interactive objects are things that the interviewee handles, 
manipulates, or produces during the interview. Asking partici-
pants to handle objects, sort cards, or draw diagrams can elicit 
feedback on design and prompt interviewees to share useful 
information about their practices that may not emerge during 
a verbal interview.

STRENGTHS

Assist in generating discussion
People are usually not accustomed to talking in detail about 
their use of financial tools and services. Props can help the 
interviewee to open up about their behaviours. They can also 
help interviewees to stay on topic by providing a point of fo-
cus. For example, interviewees may find it easier to show the 
interviewer the contents of their wallet than to recall all the 
money-related items they carry.

The method also provides the researcher with an opportuni-
ty to ask about objects that the interviewee has overlooked. 
Whereas the interviewee may only point out items they as-
sociate with financial management, such as cash and credit 
cards, an interviewer may also need to know about other kinds 
of money, such as store cards, or secondary items such as 
identification documents and receipts

OBJECT-CENTRED METHODS
Research using objects and the material environment as prompts and talking points is common in commercial research that informs product 
design and marketing. It is sometimes called participatory design and is part of a suite of approaches applied in user experience research, 
design research, and service design.

In this toolkit we use the term ‘object-centred methods’ because it is not always used as part of a design process. It is also used to simply 
understand people’s behaviour, especially by researchers doing academic research or policy research. The method is less frequently used in 
these areas, but is gaining traction because it is a highly effective way to encourage participants to talk about specific topics.

Examples of use

 y Polish researchers Mateusz Halawa and Marta Olcoń-Kubīcka used Excel spreadsheets as prompts to study 28 Polish house-
holds’ budgeting and money management behaviour.45 

 y Sociologist Helen Holmes looked at the practices of everyday thriftiness by examining consumption practices around the 
house and activities involving shopping, cooking, and repairing objects.46 

 y IMTFI researcher José Ossandón showed how people use credit card invoices to track funds by way of ‘accounting in the 
margin’.47 

 y Anthropologist James M. Acheson used a ‘pile sort’ technique to classify expenses in household budgets in Mexico.48 
 y In his book, Joe Deville shows how credit card statements and debt collections letters prompt customers to make pay-

ments.49 
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Clarify the meaning of interview questions
The meaning of interview questions is not always clear to 
interviewees, and using visual / textual aids can help the inter-
viewee understand exactly what is being asked. For example, 
when interviewing a person about their use of spreadsheets 
for budgeting, being able to point directly to a particular item 
in the spreadsheet and ask a question about it can save time 
and confusion. This technique may be especially useful when 
interviewing children as it can help them to understand what 
the interviewer is asking them.

Discuss specific features of objects
Props allow for the specific features of an object to be dis-
cussed. For example, an interviewer might ask a customer to 
demonstrate how they use their mobile phone to send money 
and comment on the steps involved as they are carried out. 
This gives the interviewee a chance to explain what they do 
and don’t like about the functionality and aesthetics of the 
object, and to identify any stumbling blocks.

For example, asking a person to physically count money may 
assist in understanding precise aspects of financial literacy, so 
long as the interviewee is not made to feel that they are under 
examination. Asking an interviewee to explain which of their 
bank cards they like the most can show whether aesthetic 
appearance is important to the user, or whether their prefe-
rences are shaped by other considerations.

Assist in information recall and accuracy
Consumer finance research often requires interviewees to re-
call details about their financial transactions and the products 
they use, but much of this information is either never memo-
rised or is difficult to recall. Props such as wallets, credit cards, 
and bank statements help us to recall information that is 
recorded on the props themselves or that is in our memories. 

For example, asking an interviewee who regularly sends money 
overseas to show you their receipts will confirm the dates on 
which they made transactions.

Similarly, interviewees may have multiple retirement funds 
and forget where their money is saved. Going through physical 
documents can help them to reconstruct a picture of their 
finances. Using objects to improve information accuracy helps 
to counter a range of limitations of verbal interviews.

Produce user-created data
Researchers can ask interviewees to draw maps, diagrams, and 
other illustrations that can be used as data. This user-created 
data can be highly valuable in cases where interviewees feel 
they are better able to represent their thoughts and behavi-
ours visually rather than verbally. This data can be saved for 
analysis by either photographing them or keeping the physical 
object (with the permission of the participant) [see Case Study 
1]

LIMITATIONS

Self-reporting bias
Like ordinary verbal interviews, object-centred methods can 
involve self-reporting bias. Where possible it is a good idea to 
collect other kinds of data, such as observations or digital re-
cords of activities, for cross-checking.

Resource-intensive
Object-centred methods can sometimes be more resource-in-
tensive than verbal interviews, depending upon what needs 
to be achieved. First, planning needs to go into selecting, and 
possibly creating, appropriate props. Second, object-centred 
methods are more likely to require additional recording means, 
such as video cameras or screen capture software.

Figure 8
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Case Study 1
 
USING OBJECT-CENTRED METHODS  
TO UNDERSTAND FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT
Untangling personal finances can be a complex research task. 
People often have multiple income streams, combine incomes, 
or help manage the financial situations of family members. 
Business records may or may not be kept separate from perso-
nal finances.

Moreover, people do not necessarily keep all their financial 
information in the one place. As a result, trying to gain a 
comprehensive view of a household’s or individual’s overall 
financial picture can be difficult to achieve.

As part of a study of financial practices in the San Francisco 
Bay area, Jofish Kaye from Yahoo Labs and his team conducted 
a preliminary study with fourteen interviewees, aged 26-29, 
with incomes ranging from USD $18,000-US $150,000 per 
year.50 

The researchers incorporated multiple object-centred exer-
cises to try to piece together a picture of their financial 
management. Their paper, ‘Money talks: Tracking personal 
finances’, describes the study in detail. Here we summarise 
their methods and findings.

Method
Kaye and his team wanted to explore the range of ways in 
which people keep track of their finances. They designed an 
interview structure that incorporated a range of static and 
interactive objects, including:

 y Financial maps drawn by interviewees
 y Financial calendars filled out by interviewees
 y Index cards with text for interviewees to choose and 

discuss
 y The contents of interviewees’ wallets
 y Guided tours of interviewees’ homes
 y Computers and mobile devices used for financial ma-

nagement
 
Kaye and his co-authors note in their article that a limitation 
with designing this study was that, because finances are gene-
rally considered to be private in the United States, it was not 
possible to test the methods beforehand with their friends, 
family, or colleagues. This meant that the interviews became 
the testing ground for the method.

The team interviewed 15 people with a range of different in-
comes, employment situations, and demographic factors. To 
begin recruitment they sent an email to people who had previ-
ously volunteered in their studies and asked them to fill out a 
short survey.51 Participants were selected from this group.

Each interview took place in the interviewees’ home and was 
attended by at least two researchers. The interviews took 
around 90 minutes each. They began with general questions 
about the interviewee’s employment, sources of income, 
household composition, and so on (see the study protocol for 

more details52).

Given that privacy is a major concern in financial research, the 
team wanted to quickly find ways to break the ice and make 
interviewees feel comfortable. To achieve this, they introdu-
ced an exercise that was “something that people couldn’t get 
wrong”: drawing a ‘map’ of their finances.

The researchers emphasised that there was no ‘right’ way to 
map their finances and that it was entirely up to them what 
they drew. Interviewees drew a variety of illustrations, inclu-
ding pie charts, pictures, and cartographic-style maps of where 
their financial transactions took place. The researchers report 
that this helped people feel that they were in control of the 
interview.

Next, interviewees were presented with sixteen handwritten 
index cards. In a book chapter on the study, Kaye explains:

“…each of [the index cards] had a event with financial 
consequences written on it: college, debt/bankruptcy, 
unexpected windfall, unexpected expense, employment, 
move, family change, retire, travel, birth, divorce, 
marriage, death, medical bills, buy/sell home, graduate. 
We put these out in no particular order and asked our 
interviewee if any had had a financial impact on them 
recently.”53 

Interviewees were asked to select and comment on two of the 
cards, although they report that some interviewees decided to 
discuss all of the cards. Kaye commented:

“We found the index card method remarkably powerful. 
I’ve never seen something that was quite so generative. 
We were concerned that maybe it meant that we’d limit 
people’s discussions to only the financial things we 
expected to talk about, but I think because we were really 
careful to make sure that we included some pretty open-
ended categories (‘unexpected expenses’) it ended up 
being really useful.”54 

This is a good example of how props can be an effective way to 
encourage participants to overcome their shyness and prompt 
discussion of topics that may not occur to them.

Next up, interviewees were asked to empty out the contents of 
their wallets or purses and talk about the items in them. They 
found a wide variety of payment cards in people’s wallets, 
including credit cards, debit cards, store cards, and gift cards. 
Where necessary, they anonymised objects by placing pieces of 
Post-it notes over identifying details, then photographed them 
in order to have a reference for analysis.

This was followed by guided tours of interviewees’ homes. 
Financial management can occur in many places: people keep 
documents in filing cabinets and in places where their pre-
sence will prompt them to take action; they use computers 
and mobile devices to manage accounts, budgets and spread-
sheets, and they may store cash in common or secret places. 
Interviewees were also asked to show the researchers the 
digital tools that they use to manage their finances, such as a 
mobile device or a computer, including online banking, spread-
sheets, applications, and programs.

Looking at where people keep financial information and mo-
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ney-related objects helped the researchers to get a sense of 
how people tracked their finances and to what extent they 
integrated management of different aspects of their finances.

Throughout the interviews, interviewees were asked a range 
of specific, general, and hypothetical questions. These included 
how they had learned about finances (financial socialisation), 
what they would do if they received an unexpected windfall, 
what they wouldn’t want anyone to know about their finances, 
and finally, what else the researchers should have asked them 
about.

Data were collected using a voice recorder, a still camera, and 
through old-fashioned note taking. Interviews were externally 
transcribed and photos were further anonymised if necessary. 

To analyse the data, multiple reviewers tagged themes in the 
transcripts. In order to aggregate the themes the researchers 
wrote them up onto Post-it notes, accompanied by sketches 
and photographs. They then sorted and summarised the 
notes, generating a list of fourteen meta-themes and design 
opportunities.

Findings
Overall, Kaye reports that this study gave them a ‘big picture’ 
view of people’s practices, provided a talking point to return to 
throughout interviews, and perhaps most importantly helped 
people to feel comfortable with the research.

The researchers note that the study sample was small, with 
just 15 interviewees, and is not representative of the United 
States let alone the rest of the world. However, in terms of 
specific details, their work provides insights into the range of 
ways that people manage their finances and is a useful basis 
on which to build a larger research project.

Few of the interviewees had a comprehensive idea of their 
own financial situation. In fact, many reported keeping their 
financial information in their head. As Kaye and his co-authors 
recount:

“The most common tool that people used to keep track of 
the overall state of their finances was nothing at all.”

Even in cases where interviewees used computer programs, 
mobile device applications, computer spreadsheets, and pa-
per-based accounts to track financial flows, they rarely tracked 
every aspect of their finances. For example, one photographer 
tracked her business expenses but not her personal ones, and a 
mother tracked her college-aged children’s credit card use but 
did not track details of her own expenditures.

The researchers point out that interviewees engaged in be-
haviours that seem ‘irrational’ if considered from a purely 
financial perspective, but which make sense when other so-
cial norms and values were taken into account. They explain, 
“People make financial decisions based on their emotional, 
historical, familial, and personal backgrounds in addition to 
financial considerations.”

As an example, one of their interviewees was a woman called 
Bonnie whose parents both survived the holocaust. She is so 
thrifty that she will rarely spend USD $1.25 on a cup of coffee, 
but she is considering spending USD $3,000 to give her USD 

$5,000 1985 Nissan 300ZX a new paint job. Kaye notes that this 
move would be “based on some factor other than optimizing 
financial gain. It seems clear this car has emotional value that 
exceeds its financial value.”

Another interviewee, Doug, used a system of index cards to 
cross-check the interest he was earning on his USD $1.2 million 
investment in municipal bonds. In fifty years he had only ever 
found one small error. The opportunity costs of the time spent 
checking for errors had never paid off, nor would it likely pay 
off in the future.

Some of the most interesting findings concerned how peo-
ple divide up their money into separate pots. Many social 
scientists, including Viviana Zelizer and Wolmarian Mesfin 
[see Ethnography], have noted that this practice is common 
in many places around the world. It can take the form of di-
viding personal funds from business funds, or engaging in 
goals-oriented savings for personal use. For example, some 
people might have a bank account specifically to save for holi-
days, or a coin jar to spend on leisure activities.

As examples of dividing funds into pots, Kaye and his co-au-
thors describe three female interviewees who both run small 
businesses. One maintains a strict divide between her personal 
and business expenses, keeping paper accounts and sticking 
paper labels onto credit cards so that she can easily tell which 
are for personal use and which are for business use. The 
second interviewee keeps most of her accounts in her head 
and retains some fluidity between her personal and business 
funds. The third has a salaried job but has multiple other small 
income streams from what are essentially informal micro-busi-
nesses.

These examples suggest that while people do separate funds, 
they may not do so in ways that we would expect. Some 
people may be less concerned with separating business and 
personal expenses, and more concerned with maintaining 
divisions that are meaningful to them, such as separating out 
money to pay for a wedding or for college.

Overall, this study indicates that people’s methods of financial 
management are dictated by what is important to them, and 
may have little or nothing to do with optimal financial deci-
sion-making. When trying to understand people’s financial 
behaviours, then, it is important to explore their motivations.

Applications
Although the sample size was small, this study has numerous 
potential applications. Given that the interviewees were not 
using existing systems for financial integration, the authors 
suggest that there are opportunities “for rethinking those 
systems, but also for the design of novel financial interaction 
experiences.”

Most of the interviewees in this study checked their bank ba-
lances on a daily basis, often multiple times per day. Features 
could potentially be built into online accounts that capitalise 
on this behaviour, such as showing “prompts for good financial 
behaviour”. Another idea emerging from the study is to allow 
people to have multiple savings accounts that they can ear-
mark for different purposes.
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This kind of research could also be incorporated into the de-
sign of financial literacy programs and other interventions 
aimed at improving financial behaviour. Clearly, people’s finan-
cial concerns do not line up neatly with what financial planners 
would advise them to do.

Learning formal financial management is a useful, and perhaps 
indispensable, life skill, but financial well-being does not arise 
from financial health alone. Rather, financial well-being occurs 
when people are able to achieve the financial goals that matter 
to them personally. As well as teaching people generic financial 
skills, financial literacy programs could help people to achieve 
their goals. In fact, focusing on goals may help motivate people 
to learn financial management techniques that would otherwi-
se not interest them.

Ethical issues
As with all consumer finance research, privacy issues can be 
difficult to navigate in object-centred methods. In this study, 
the researchers decided to anonymise as much personal infor-
mation as possible during the interview, rather than wait until 
it was completed.

All objects with personal information on them, including 
spreadsheets and the objects in people’s wallets and purses, 
were anonymised before photographing them by sticking Post-
It notes over names and any other identifying details.

The researchers contend that this is a far more reliable and 
efficient way to protect participants’ privacy than trying to 
anonymise photographs later. They do not believe that it 
reduced the quality of their data as the details lost were not 
integral to the insights they wished to gain.

Case Study 2 
 
A PORTABLE KIT STUDY OF  
POVERTY AND PERSONAL FINANCE IN HAITI
A portable kit study is a method of interviewing people about 
the objects they carry with them away from home. Studying 
the financial tools that people carry with them on a daily basis 
as they work, shop, and socialise helps us understand how they 
meet their financial needs.

People need to have financial tools on hand to navigate every-
day and unusual transactions. This can be as simple as carrying 
cash or cards, but there are many other financial transactions 
that people undertake away from home, including debt pay-
ments, money transfers, and re-charging phone credit.  

Erin B. Taylor and Heather A. Horst did a study of mobility and 
finances among Haitians living on the border of Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic.55 The towns of Anse-à-Pitres (Haiti) and 
Pedernales (Dominican Republic) are right next to each other 
and many Haitians cross the border daily to shop, work, sociali-
se and access services.

Haitians living in the region access financial and other services 
on both sides of the border. One of the goals of the research 
was to learn how this financial binationalism affected their 
economic and social lives. After three months conducting 
interviews, observations, and a questionnaire in the region, 
Taylor and Horst carried out a ‘portable kit’ study with a subset 
of ten interviewees.

Method
Participants in the study were all of Haitian nationality, and 
one interviewee had dual Haitian/Dominican nationality. Par-
ticipants for the portable kit study were mainly recruited from 
among people the researchers had already interviewed and / 
or surveyed.

In most cases, background interviews had focused upon em-
ployment, family, impressions of the border region, and access 
to technology and financial services. Completing the portable 
kit study at the end of the research meant that the team had 
built up rapport with a sizeable number of people and could be 
sensitive to issues of privacy.

Approximately half of the interviewees were living in the Do-
minican town of Pedernales, and the other half were living 
in the neighbouring Haitian town of Anse-à-Pitres. Most res-
pondents crossed the border on a regular basis. Their income 
ranged from zero to around 5,000 pesos per month (USD $111).

All of the portable kit interviews were conducted in Spanish, 
as it was the main shared language among the research team. 
While it would have been preferable to conduct a number of 
the interviews in Haitian Creole, all but one of our interviewees 
spoke fluent Spanish. This is common among most Haitians 
living on the border of the Dominican Republic.

In preparation for the study, the researchers asked participants 
to bring with them everything they carried on a ‘normal’ day. 
Most of the portable kit studies took place in a quiet area of a 

Figure 9
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local hotel on the Dominican side of the border, as this created 
greater privacy for interviewees and fewer disruptions than 
carrying out interviews in their homes.

The portable kit interviews began with the researcher explai-
ning the purpose of the research and the method. If an initial 
interview had not previously been conducted, they started the 
portable kit interview with a set of background questions.

To begin, the researchers requested that participants take all 
of the objects they carry with them out of their bags, pockets, 
and wallets, and display them on a flat surface. This included 
objects related to consumer finance (currency, cards, receipts) 
and other items (identity documents, photographs, face cloths, 
pens, etc.)

Interviewees were invited to discuss the objects generally. The 
interviewers often began by asking about the bag or wallet 
itself: where it had been purchased, why they chose that parti-
cular item, and whether they own other bags that they switch 
between depending upon their plans for the day. The benefit 
of this initial step was that it gave participants a chance to 
relax and provided an opportunity to build rapport.

Then the interviewees were asked to divide the objects into 
two piles: one of objects that they must carry with them every 
day, and a second pile of objects that could be left at home. 
The interviewees were asked to explain why some items were 
more important than others.

This step was crucial in identifying what people felt they 
needed to navigate their everyday lives. As the interviews 
progressed, the interviewers formulated questions that would 
tell them how different objects were involved in personal and 
household finances.

The portable kit interviews were recorded using an audio 
device, a video camera, and a still camera. Interviews ranged 
from forty-five minutes in the case of one participant who 
had already been interviewed multiple times and did not carry 
many items, to three hours for people with many items or an 
unusually extensive collection of phones and SIM cards.

The interviews were semi-structured: while the researchers 
followed the same general process for each interview, they 
also followed particular topics based on what their intervie-
wees told them.

Interviews were transcribed by research assistants and trans-
lated into English. The researchers then went through the 
interviews to tag key themes. Video footage was summarised, 
particularly noting visual aspects such as the condition of mo-
ney, branding on cards, mobile phone personalisation, and so 
on.

Findings
The portable kit study enabled the researchers to understand 
how people living on the border used financial services in their 
everyday lives. The objects people carried with them reflected 
both this formal financial environment and alerted the resear-
chers to a range of other, less visible financial practices.

Interviewees carried a range of items relating to finances from 
both sides of the border, including different currencies, credit 

cards, receipts for money transfers, bank documents for debts, 
and mobile phones used in transactions. They also carried 
items such as house keys, photographs of family members, 
bibles, pens, paper, and mobile phones.

Most interviewees reported that their most important items 
were identity documents, followed by keys, cash, and their 
mobile phones. Without identity documents, we were told, 
“you cannot do anything”: it is impossible to collect a money 
transfer, buy a SIM card, or even use many services. Moreover, 
interviewees felt that the Dominican police could harass them 
if they did not carry their identification with them.

Cash was the second most important item. Whereas Domi-
nican pesos are accepted throughout the Haitian town of 
Anse-à-Pitres, Haitian gourdes are not accepted in the Domi-
nican town of Pedernales. This means that Haitians must carry 
Dominican currency, whereas Dominicans will rarely (if ever) 
need to use Haitian currency. All of the interviewees carried 
Dominican pesos, but few carried Haitian gourdes. Intervie-
wees reported that, when they crossed the border, they left 
their Haitian gourdes at home.

Interviewees were also asked, “How much money do you carry 
with you on a daily basis?” Responses ranged from 50 pesos 
to 500 pesos, but most were around 200-300 pesos (roughly 
USD $4-7). This was enough money to pay for transport, food 
and drink, and other small expenses, such as topping up phone 
credit.

This question provided a sense of the cost of living as well as 
how much people felt they could afford to pay for items. It 
also led to further discussion of how the interviewees made a 
living.

For example, some interviewees explained to us that Haitians 
working in the Dominican Republic are often paid signifi-
cantly less than Dominican citizens, although this depended 
somewhat on the time they had been living in the area and 
whether they had formed strong relationships with Dominican 
employers.

At the time of the research (February-May 2012), a microcredit 
bank called Fonkoze had just opened in Anse-à-Pitres, Haiti. 
Before this, there was not a single bank in Anse-à-Pitres, while 
there was a bank and a credit union in Pedernales, Dominican 
Republic. Using one of these Dominican banks required Domi-
nican residency, so few Haitians had any bank account at all.

One exception was a woman called Bronte, who had both 
Haitian and Dominican citizenship, and was thus able to open 
an account in the credit union. During her portable kit inter-
view, Bronte showed the interviewers her bank card and some 
papers. She explained that she had taken out a loan to buy 
her Haitian husband, Emmanuel, a motorbike so that he could 
start a microenterprise ferrying passengers and fetching goods 
for people (known as motorconcheando).

Bronte explained that they had nearly paid off the loan, most-
ly from her income as a receptionist in a local hotel. Bronte 
carried her loan documents with her because she considered 
it safer than keeping them at home, where multiple people 
(including children) had access to her house.
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By focusing on all objects that people carry rather than just 
money-related ones, the study helped to identify the reasons 
why loans and capital investment might not result in signi-
ficant increases of income. Emmanuel’s income remains low 
despite their investment in his motorbike, largely because 
there are more men employed in this profession than there are 
customers to support their businesses.

In order to operate in Pedernales, Emmanuel had invested in 
a fake Dominican ID card. He reported that because he lived 
on the Dominican side of the border and lived with a Domini-
can-Haitian woman, the authorities assumed that he was also 
of dual nationality. This identification also saved him money, as 
he did not have to pay bribes to cross the border.

However, his fake ID did not fool the locals, who knew he was 
Haitian and would not let him join the Dominican union who 
coordinated this business in Pedernales. This meant that he 
could not wait for customers at designated motorbike stands, 
so he relied on a regular clientele (mostly of Haitians) that he 
had built up over time.

In the absence of banks, the interviewees used other formal 
and informal services to manage their money. The main formal 
financial products used by Haitians living in the border region 
tended to be the remittance services available on both sides 
of the border. Until 2011, there was no formal money transfer 
service in Anse-à-Pitres, so Haitians had to use the Western 
Union or Caribe Express offices in Pedernales. If they were 
receiving money from family living in Haiti they would some-
times use informal service providers, such as the boats that 
carry goods, people, and money between Anse-à-Pitres and 
Marigot, located eighty kilometres away. Interestingly, even 
when more money transfer services became available, some 
people continued to use the slow boat service, as it was free.

The interviews also provided insights into who sends money to 
whom and how they send it. These cross-island links became 
evident through looking at people’s receipts. Physical records 
are useful because they provide a fool-proof record of trans-
action details, such as the date and amount received. This can 
help interviewers gain a better idea of interviewees’ income 
and how it is affected by long-distance relationships.

Money circulates between Haitians and their family members 
or friends living in different parts of the island, on both sides of 
the border. The reasons why people send money are various, 
and the circulation occurs in multiple directions. For example, 
a woman called Fredelina received money regularly from her 
boyfriend in the east of the Dominican Republic. In another 
case, a Haitian woman living on the border sent money regu-
larly to her children who were studying at university in Santo 
Domingo.

Applications
Poor people often have complex financial lives and they use a 
range of financial tools to manage difficulties such as shortage 
of funds, lack of access to infrastructure, and irregular income. 
However, just as Jofish Kaye and his team discovered [see Case 

Study 1 in this section], people do not usually keep their ac-
counts in one place.

This combination of diverse financial practices and dispersed 
recording of transactions presents a research challenge as it 
makes data collection expensive. However, combining methods 
such as verbal and object-centred methods can help to build 
an integrated picture of people’s financial transactions, and 
the insights generated could assist with the design of larger 
research projects.

A problem with all research into poverty is that researchers 
can find it difficult to know what questions to ask, since their 
lives often do not resemble those of the people they are 
studying. Researchers are often from wealthy countries or 
demographics, own multiple technological devices, are highly 
mobile, and have a greater degree of financial security than 
their interviewees. They are not necessarily familiar with the 
range of financial services that poor people use, and they may 
not be aware of other factors that impact the lives of poor and 
marginalised people, such as security concerns or the need use 
fake identification. 

Object-centred methods can help reduce the gap between 
interviewer and interviewee because the things that people 
carry and use are a solid basis for asking questions.

Object-centred methods have clear applications in policy work, 
socioeconomic development, and commerce. Making good 
policy requires good information, and object-centred methods 
can be used in an exploratory way to shape research, or to 
clarify issues arising from other data collection methods.

Microfinance and other lending institutions can benefit from 
knowing more about their customers to reduce the risks invol-
ved in lending and extend loans to more people. Commercially, 
product design can clearly benefit from understanding how 
people incorporate objects into their everyday lives.

Ethical issues
The ethical and practical issues raised in this study are similar 
to those faced by Jofish Kaye and his team in Case Study 1. 
However, whereas Kaye’s research focused on middle income 
people, this research focused on poor and marginalised people, 
and this raises further issues.

One ethical issue is whether to pay interviewees for their 
participation. Ideally, interviewees should be compensated for 
their time, but it does pose a number of problems.

First, research on personal issues such as finance and everyday 
life requires the building of relationships. This is difficult to 
achieve if residents view the researchers as providing employ-
ment or welfare. However, building personal relationships can 
be difficult regardless of whether money has changed hands, 
since researchers often have very different backgrounds and 
levels of wealth compared with their interviewees.

Second, paying participants means that those with the most 
need for cash may be more likely to participate in the study. 
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This introduces a research bias towards one segment of the 
population, and it also raises questions about whether inter-
viewees are participating voluntarily.

To mitigate these problems, participants were only paid for 
the portable kit study at the end of the research period. They 
received 100 pesos (around USD $6) for each hour of the inter-
view, an amount that is above the Dominican minimum wage.

Most portable kit participants were people who had already 
contributed to the study, so paying them for the portable kit 
study was a way of compensating them overall. It also meant 
that most of the participants were people who participated 
willingly in the study because they were interested in the re-
search.

Another ethical issue was how to provide people with suffi-
cient opportunities to ask questions about the research. At the 
beginning and end of each interview, participants were asked 
if they had any questions or if there was anything else they 
would like to tell the researchers. Often they wanted to know 
more about what the research would be used for.

Although the researchers explained the study’s aims and natu-
re during the recruitment process and at the beginning of each 
interview, it was often not until after the interview had taken 
place that participants thought of questions to ask. This is a 
good illustration of how important it is to provide participants 
with opportunities to speak up during different phases of the 
research.

More about the method

Researching a Posthuman World: Interviews with Digital 
Objects by Catherine Adams and Terrie Lynn Thompson 
(2016, Palgrave Macmillan)

‘On studying algorithms ethnographically: Making sense 
of objects of ignorance’ by Ann-Christina Lange, Marc 
Lenglet, and Robert Seyfert (2018, Organization 1-20)

‘Tactile digital ethnography: Researching mobile media 
through the hand’ by Sarah Pink, Jolynna Sinanan, Larissa 
Hjorth and Heather Horst (2015, Mobile Media & Communi-
cation 4 (2): 237-251)

‘Finance as “bizarre bazaar”: Using documents as a source 
of ethnographic knowledge’ by Daniel Tischer, Bill Maurer 
and Adam Leaver (2018, Organization 1-25)

Personal, Portable, Pedestrian: Mobile Phones in Japanese 
Life edited by Mizuko Ito, Misa Matsuda and Daisuke Okabe 
(2006, MIT Press)

Figure 10 
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Using questionnaires and observations, they would record 
households’ cash flows in the intervening period, including 
where their money came from, their spending and savings 
patterns, and the financial instruments they used to manage 
their money.

In their book Portfolios of the Poor: How the World’s Poor Live 
on $2 a Day, the authors explain why the diary method is such 
a powerful tool:

“…finance is the relationship between time and money, 
and to understand it fully, time and money must be 
observed together.”56 

The financial diaries method has since been applied by nume-
rous social scientists working in different parts of the world. 
The method has proved useful for understanding households 
in wealthy nations as well as in poor ones (such as the US 
Financial Diaries Study, and has proved useful for commercial 
projects as much as for ones with non-profit goals (see the 
case studies in this section).

The financial diary method can be used to collect a wide range 
of data, from small, exploratory studies to large, statistically 
representative ones.  

Examples of use

 y The US Financial Diaries Study tracked 235 low- and moderate-income households over the course of a year to collect data 
on how families manage their finances on a day-to-day basis.57 

 y The Research, Ethnography, Design (RED) NCR group in Singapore and Scotland used the WeChat app as a mobile diary to 
document everyday transactions in China.58 

 y Using financial diaries, the World Bank investigated how financial services impact crisis-affected communities. Improving 
access to credit, savings, remittances, and digital cash transfers were some of their policy recommendations.59 

 y L-IFT, a Dutch company, carried out financial and energy diary studies in several African countries.60 
 y Microfinance Opportunities used financial diaries in their research in several countries, including Kenya, Malawi, and Zam-

bia, as a learning tool to enhance a savings group program.61 
 y CGAP’s Smallholder Households Financial Diaries Project, carried out with Bankable Frontier Associates, examined how 

smallholder households combine agricultural and non-agricultural sources of income and employ a range of financial tools 
in Pakistan, Tanzania, and Mozambique.62 

 y FSD Kenya, also with Bankable Frontier Associates, undertook a financial diaries project between 2012 and 2013 that took a 
broad look at the financial behaviour of a diverse sample of Kenyans.63 

 y Researchers from the Australian National University and the University of Burdwan in India used financial diaries to study 
the financial behaviours of people living on river islands in Bengal.64 

 y Freedom from Hunger used financial diaries in Mali and Ecuador to better understand young people living in poverty.65 
 y Bankable Frontier Associates and The MetLife Foundation led the Mexican Financial Diaries Project in Mexico City and Oaxa-

ca, offerings crucial insights into the ways families juggle borrowing and instalment credit to bridge gaps in volatile income 
patterns.66 

The case studies in this section give examples of two very 
different kinds of implementation.

WHAT IS IT?
 y Qualitative / quantitative
 y Combines self-reporting with interviews
 y Face-to-face or remote data collection

 
Financial diary studies are a method of collecting data on 
financial behaviours by using a ‘diary’ to record transactions. 
Financial diaries are not diaries in the way we normally un-
derstand them. Respondents do not simply write down their 
thoughts, but rather are given a structured set of questions 
that record both qualitative and quantitative responses [see 
Case Study 1].

Questions are generally designed to elicit the reporting of both 
formal and informal financial activities, and how these fit into 
the context of a participant’s life. They can include open ques-
tions and closed questions, thus producing both qualitative 
and quantitative data. Financial diaries can also be combined 

FINANCIAL DIARIES
What we currently recognise as the financial diary method was pioneered in the late 1990s by a group of researchers with expertise in eco-
nomics, finance, anthropology, development, and architecture.

In the late 1990s, David Hulme (credited with the diary idea), Stuart Rutherford, Jonathan Morduch, Daryl Collins, and Orlanda Ruthven 
developed financial diary research methods based on three very different projects (qualitative and quantitative) that involved returning to 
households at intervals (usually every two weeks) to collect data.
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with other methods, such as different kinds of interview tech-
niques, observations, or even field experiments such as RCTs 
[see Experiments].

A standard approach to using financial diaries is to choose a 
sample population of households or individuals, design a finan-
cial diary that suits the research questions, and collect data 
at regular intervals (e.g., every week or two weeks). While the 
data collection period varies from study to study (usually be-
tween a month and a year), all financial diary studies capture 
participants’ changing financial behaviours over time.

Participants may fill out the diary themselves, or an intervie-
wer may fill it out for them (especially in cases where literacy 
might be an issue). Diaries may be recorded on paper, using a 
mobile application, or directly into a digital database. They can 
be implemented in person or using online software.

STRENGTHS

Show range of financial product use
Financial diary studies can yield insights into financial ma-
nagement by individuals and households everywhere, and of 
all levels of financial means. However, they are best known 
for transforming our understanding of money management 
among poor families in ‘developing’ countries.

One of the most striking findings of the financial diary studies 
described in Portfolios of the Poor is it demonstrated that 
poor people use a wide range of formal and informal financial 
products. This insight, now confirmed by multiple studies, 
contests the assumption that poor people are not active mo-
ney managers. This can potentially lead to new policies and 
interventions.67 

Commercial work can also benefit from financial diary studies. 
It is often useful for financial services providers to find out how 
customers use their own products and those of their com-
petitors. New financial products and services are developing 
rapidly around the globe, and keeping up with customers’ 
changing preferences and use patterns can assist companies to 
adapt their products to these changes.

Track financial behaviour over time
Financial diary studies are carried out over a period of time, 
usually ranging from a few weeks to a year. Because partici-
pants are generally asked the same questions at intervals over 
the entire time period, it is possible to observe how individual 
households or families address many different kinds of needs, 
opportunities, and challenges. These observations can include 
juggling volatile incomes, coping with crises, spending on a 
major event, or investing in capital.

Record information creatively
The diary format makes it possible to build in creative ways for 
respondents to answer questions. This is particularly the case 
for self-reported diaries. Respondents can be asked to provide 
an array of low-tech or high-tech information types, including 
written answers, numerical answers, choosing from a scale, 
drawing pictures, generating maps, adding photos and videos, 

and attaching documents such as bank statements. This is 
also important for identifying differences in local concepts and 
financial behaviours, such as ways of categorizing savings ver-
sus investments.

Increase financial awareness
A potential side effect of financial diaries is that they may 
help participants to become more aware of their financial 
behaviours, leading them to make changes in their lives. This 
might be achieved passively, such as when a participant’s in-
volvement prompts them to think more carefully about their 
financial behaviour.

However, further research needs to be undertaken before it 
can be confirmed that such changes have taken place in the 
long term. Moreover, a potential problem with viewing finan-
cial diary participation as having an educational effect is that 
it rests on the assumption that families were doing something 
‘wrong’ to begin with.68 

Financial diaries researchers see their role as one of listening 
and recording the details of people’s financial lives. It is not 
about telling respondents to do things differently or to give 
them lessons in money management. Rather, financial diaries, 
when done well, can show when and how people use different 
types of tools. Findings can be used to recommend policies or 
design financial products that better fit people’s existing stra-
tegies and needs.

LIMITATIONS

Representativeness
When researchers carry out diary studies in person, they face 
constraints on how many diaries they can feasibly collect. This 
makes it difficult to achieve a representative sample. In prac-
tice, most financial diary studies ask questions about broader 
populations, but need to cluster the sample geographically due 
to resource restrictions. This means that their ability to extra-
polate their findings to an entire population is limited.

For example, if a research group wanted to find out about the 
financial behaviours of, say, Haitians living on less than $5 per 
day, then they would need to do an enormous amount of re-
searchers to carry out the study with a representative sample 
of Haitians. However, if the research focuses on a small geo-
graphic area, such as a village, then achieving a representative 
sample is possible.

Many financial diaries studies do not aim to be representative. 
Instead (like ethnography) they provide fine-grained detail, 
qualitatively and quantitatively, about peoples financial lives–
not only what people “earn or spend, but in what frequencies, 
amounts, and modes.”69 This can help to generate new ques-
tions and hypotheses that can be tested, such as through 
Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs), to show a specific cause 
and effect relationship or capture an effect at a more repre-
sentative scale.
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Self-reporting bias
All research runs the risk of incorporating the biases of the re-
searchers and participants involved. Self-reported data can be 
particularly problematic because there are fewer opportunities 
for researchers to control the data collection process.

For example, participants may not understand a question fully, 
but if a researcher is not present when the diary is filled out 
then there may be no opportunity for them to check the ques-
tion’s meaning. Whether this compromises a study will depend 
on the project’s aims.

Generally speaking, the more oriented a research project is to 
collecting data on people’s values and opinions, the less such 
bias will interfere with the results. Self-reporting is generally 
unreliable in cases where accurate numerical information is 
required.70 With more qualitative studies, however, misunder-
standing bias often goes away over a few interviews. This is an 
advantage of diary studies over surveys.

Timing of data collection
One important feature of financial diaries is that they are 
generally collected at regular intervals. Participants are asked 
to give responses on particular dates or even at set times of 
day. However, this is dependant on respondents having enough 
spare time in their day, and this is not always achievable.

According to Julie Zollmann, data accuracy is not particularly 
affected by minor deviations in timing. However, timing issues 
can strain a research project’s resources, since costs increase 
when researchers have to spend time searching for respon-
dents. Asking participants to fill out their diaries themselves 
overcomes this problem, but raises the self-reporting issues 
described above.

In some cases data collection can be made more efficient when 
the target group meets regularly for an important event, such 
as a meeting or a social activity. Scheduling data collection for 
times that fit with the participants’ collective schedule can be 
effective, so long as the group is comfortable with the research 
taking place within that time slot. 

Figure 11
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Case Study 1
 
THE ‘PORTFOLIOS OF THE POOR’  
IN BANGLADESH, INDIA, AND SOUTH AFRICA
The Portfolios of the Poor authors developed the financial 
diary research technique because they wanted to better 
understand the diversity of financial tools and money ma-
nagement strategies of the poor in granular detail that was 
generally missing from studies of low income people at that 
time. Most studies depicted low income people as having ac-
cess to few financial tools, and gave the impression that they 
lived purely hand-to-mouth.

In fact, as the financial diaries showed, poor people often have 
a greater range of financial tools at their disposal than people 
who live in wealthy countries. This is because they use a range 
of informal as well as formal tools.

Part of the reason why knowledge about poor people’s use 
of financial tools was limited was because financial service 
providers who undertook many of these studies were only 
concerned with how their customers used their own products. 
According to Rutherford, banks in Bangladesh acted as though 
they worked in a vacuum, as though the poor had no financial 
partners other than themselves.

In order to address these problems, the researchers set about 
developing a new method. They explain:

“What was needed was a method that would capture 
the richness and complexity of poor people’s financial 
lives while being systematic enough in its data collection 
to prevent it from being dismissed as a set of mere 
‘anecdotes.’”71 

The team wanted to retain the richness of data that qua-
litative research produces, while also generating sufficient 
quantitative data of high quality to show general patterns in 
behaviours across their research sites.

Method
Between 1999 and 2005 the researchers undertook financial 
diary studies with over 250 families in Bangladesh, India, and 
South Africa. Teams of researchers visited the homes of par-
ticipants every two weeks for the course of a year, recording 
information about their saving, spending, lending, and insuring 
practices.

Participants were generally residents of a small number of 
communities. In order to choose research locations, the resear-
chers made use of national surveys, but they were also guided 
by practical considerations, such as choosing communities that 
were within reasonable travel distance from their own bases.

To choose households in India and South Africa the researchers 
used a technique known as ‘wealth ranking’. This involves 
asking residents to rank the wealth of their neighbours and 
compare the results. The logic is that people are likely to mis-
report their own financial position, but in small communities 
they often have a good understanding of the financial position 

of their neighbours. Wealth rankings allowed the researchers 
to select participants from the bottom, middle, and top of the 
list. The researchers were not able to use this technique in 
Bangladesh because people moved around so much that they 
did not know enough about each other. The researchers report 
that an additional bonus was that it also gave participants a 
sense of ownership of study. 

Each study began with an initial two in-depth interviews with 
each household, to allow the researchers and participants to 
get to know each other. Then, the researchers returned to 
the households every two weeks for a year, using a variety of 
forms to record information on financial practices and new 
developments.

After every visit the researchers calculated the ‘margin of 
error’ in responses by comparing incoming and outgoing 
expenditures. This helped to increase the accuracy of self-re-
porting. On the next visit, the interviewer would ask further 
questions to try to find out where the difference had come 
from. Researchers explored the emotions that accompanied 
interviewees’ transactions, as well as the characteristics of the 
transactions themselves.

Interviews often took place while interviewees carried on with 
their work, such as cooking lunch or feeding cows. Visitors 
often interrupted them. These conditions were not always 
favourable for data collection, but gave the researchers a 
chance to observe everyday life. The researchers took care to 
listen to their participants, but not to offer advice or opinions. 
Once data collection was completed, the data was analysed 
using both qualitative and quantitative methods. The results 
were compiled into ‘portfolios’ consisting of the balance 
sheets of the households, and qualitative data detailing their 
circumstances and experiences. The researchers also conduc-
ted analyses of cash flow and compared data across the three 
research sites.

Findings
What makes this study remarkable is that it demonstrates 
clearly how low income people cope with unpredictability 
by using a wide range of financial tools. Participants used 
different tools in tandem to achieve savings targets and pay 
off debts. A table of all the formal, semi-formal, and informal 
financial instruments that the team discovered can be found in 
the book Portfolios of the Poor.

By visiting interviewees regularly and following up on points 
that were previously unclear, the team made various findings 
that they were not expecting. One of these was the habit of 
‘moneyguarding’, a practice of leaving money with neighbours 
and friends for safekeeping. Sometimes people chose this op-
tion because it was more convenient than storing money in a 
bank. 

At other times, people’s distrust of banks was the driving 
factor. One man in Bangladesh had sizeable savings that he 
previously kept in a bank. However, he eventually gave them to 
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a friend to mind because he had an overdue loan and did not 
want the bank to know that he had savings.

Another case is that of Thabo, a man living in South Africa. 
Thabo received money from time to time through his bank. At 
first the researchers supposed that someone must be sending 
him money, but after many conversations it turned out that 
these were interest payments on a deposit. Thabo had become 
retrenched some years previously and had deposited his lump 
sum payment in the bank. He would usually reinvest the inte-
rest he earned, but sometimes he would withdraw it to spend.

Much like with ethnography, the long-term relationships de-
veloped between interviewers and interviewees in financial 
diary studies improved data quality because they enabled the 
development of trust and provided time to explore research 
themes. As the authors note:

“None of this is peculiar to poor people: in developed 
economies people may also be unclear about their 
financial actions and may possibly be even more reticent. 
But the strength of the diaries approach is that it can, 
over time, break down much of this reticence and 
confusion.”

In many respects, individual’s stories have generated more 
ground-breaking revelations than have the project’s quantita-
tive outputs. Individual case studies capture behaviours that 
are rarely recorded in surveys, bank statements, or one-off 
interviews.

Applications
Since Portfolios of the Poor was published in 2006, the financial 
diaries method has been widely used by development organi-
sations and companies working with the poor, especially in the 
area of microfinance.

Microfinance agencies are most prevalent in countries where 
levels of formal banking are low, national data collection is 
scarce, and credit bureaus do not exist. Agencies have there-
fore found it difficult to assess risk, anticipate how households 
will spend the money they receive, where else they are getting 
loans from, and find out what other financial instruments peo-
ple use that may impact their financial health.

Financial diaries help microfinance agencies to improve client 
information because they provide a way to collect data on 
every aspect of a household’s financial position. More broadly, 
financial diaries can help identify a range of household financi-
al behaviours that may otherwise go unnoticed, and they can 
provide a wealth of recommendations for all kinds of organisa-
tions working with poor households.

In 2013, researchers at Digital Divide Data and Bankable Fron-
tier Associates implemented the Kenya Financial Diaries, which 
tracked the detailed cash flows of 300 low-income families for 
a full year. One of this study’s most valuable contributions was 
to shed light on how poor people use social networks to provi-
de a safety net. While it is well known that poor people depend 
upon such networks, we rarely have a nuanced view of their 
benefits and limitations.

In a blog post on the CGAP website,72 Julie Zollmann points out 
that many poor people prioritise investment-related saving 

over short-term liquidity. While this is a sound strategy for 
improving one’s financial position in the long run, it can create 
cash shortages in the short run, since people’s savings might 
be locked away in savings groups. This means that people need 
to be able to borrow quickly. This explains why M-Shwari is so 
popular in Kenya despite its short loan period (30 days) and 
high fees (7.5%).

In another post,73 Zollmann explains how the financial diaries 
showed that networks are often inadequate channels to raise 
money for unforeseen expenses (such as medical costs), may 
take too long to deliver, and often serve women more than 
men. Moreover, households that give money to relatives may 
find themselves short of cash to cover their own expenses. 

These findings echo Sibel Kusimba’s observation, uncovered 
through her social network interviews, that Kenyans grow 
weary of being asked to contribute funds within their social 
networks, and that they find ways to avoid financial reciprocity 
[see Case Study 2 in Interviews].

Zollmann provides a number of suggestions for how we may 
harness these insights to better meet the needs of the poor, 
including marketing financial services to households that tend 
to run short of cash, and improving information flow so that 
households in need can find support more efficiently.

Importantly, FSDK funded an additional year of work after the 
study was published to help service providers and funders in-
corporate key insights into their work. They undertook specific 
analyses of health and education financing, and these helped 
providers to think about service options that might be more 
effective in helping people finance key life needs. With respect 
to risk, they have been helping providers look beyond insuran-
ce, given that people are often unwilling to tie up their funds 
in purpose-specific risk mitigation.

Financial diaries are equally useful in the commercial world. As 
the Portfolios of the Poor authors note, collecting data on the 
financial practices of wealthy people can be just as difficult, if 
not more so, than collecting data on the poor. 

Banks can benefit just as much as microfinance agencies from 
knowing more about their customers’ financial practices. This 
is especially the case today given the rapid changes sweeping 
the banking and payments industries. Financial diaries can 
show how people adopt new services and what factors in-
fluence their decisions.

Government bodies also stand to learn much through applying 
the financial diaries method. For example, using financi-
al diaries to learn about the financial behaviour of socially 
disadvantaged groups may help to show how issues such as 
financial literacy and decision-making result in disadvantage or 
can help overcome it [see Case Study 1 in Interviews].

According to Zollmann,74 they also suggest that financial liter-
acy programs are not as useful as we may think, since they 
show how people are highly skilled at managing their own 
money. A lack of resources, not a lack of skills or knowledge, is 
the real problem faced by the poor. Driving down the costs of 
banking is one specific way in which financial tools can become 
more affordable.
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Ethical issues
Financial diaries raise ethical issues similar to those that are 
found in any other study. These include confidentiality, privacy, 
and coercion. Financial diaries are time-intensive and may 
be burdensome to participants who must make time in their 
otherwise busy schedules and social obligations. Indeed, the 
fact that financial diary studies often involve repeated inter-
views could also exacerbate the difficulties of ensuring the 
privacy of participants.

Researchers who are undertaking repeat studies often gain 
participants’ trust to a greater degree than is usual because 
they return to households on a regular basis and come to know 
their participants well. Participants may become confident 
enough to share sensitive information that could work against 
them if it were widely known.

Extra care must therefore be taken to protect participants’ 
identities and data. This includes being aware during inter-
views that other people may be listening in to the interview, 
and providing interviewees with opportunities to interrupt 
the interview. After each interview, data must be stored and 
shared securely.

When reporting analyses, care must be taken to hide par-
ticipants’ identities. This is more difficult than people often 
imagine, since it is relatively easy to identify a person based on 
very little information. Moreover, funders may apply pressure 
to share participants’ personal stories and information in ways 
that compromise their anonymity and privacy. Julie Zollmann 
noted that these can in include:

“…pressure to make the data ‘open’ including really deep 
qualitative responses that can compromise confidentiality 
pretty easily; pressure to do more geospatial analysis, 
where our funders really want people’s GPS points and to 
make maps that betray respondents’ locations—including 
some who tell us about crimes during the diaries; pressure 
from funders to add visuals, like photos and videos. It 
takes a lot of work to ensure images and stories are kept 
separate. It’s much easier to give in to donor pressure, 
particularly for institutions who don’t answer to IRBs 
[internal review boards].”

For more information on protecting participants’ identities, see 
the guidelines published on Forum: Qualitative Social Research 
or Mark Israel’s book Research Ethics and Integrity for Social 
Scientists.75 

Case Study 2 
 
COMMERCIAL RESEARCH USING  
ONLINE FINANCIAL DIARIES
Financial diaries can be used for commercial research as well 
as in the area of socioeconomic development. Given that com-
mercial organisations might have fewer resources to spend on 
research, and often require fast turnarounds, shorter versions 
of financial diaries can be particularly useful.

While she was a Research Fellow at Pitney Bowes, Alexandra 
Mack conducted financial diaries as part of a study of financial 
communications management in the United States.76 Mack was 
interested in how ‘financial communications’ impacted finan-
cial management within a household. She had already used 
other methods to collect data on financial behaviour, including 
interviews and scrapbooking.

The financial diaries were an opportunity to dig deeper into 
some of the issues she had discovered, such as how financial 
management varies by life stage, and factors that impact atti-
tudes toward new technologies for managing finances.

Method
Participants were recruited through a professional recruiting 
firm and were informed that they would receive a one-off pay-
ment of USD $150 if they successfully completed the study. All 
participants were over 21 years of age, had household incomes 
over USD $50,000 a year, and lived in the United States.

Mack’s financial diary was conducted entirely online, using 
software called Revelation. Participants were able to record 
their diaries in their own time over the course of a week. The 
first time they logged in, participants were asked to agree 
to the terms and conditions of the project, and to choose a 
screen name and a password.

Over the next week, participants were required to log in to 
the site each day and complete a variety of activities. These 
included answering questions, keeping logs of some financial 
interactions, and having group discussions with other partici-
pants. They would also take pictures using their digital camera 
or camera phone and post them to the project site.

Mack individually emailed participants before the start of the 
study using her work email address (displaying all her contact 
information). This email welcomed the participant and told 
them specifically what to expect from the study. Mack reports 
that an additional advantage of emailing participants directly 
is that participants know who the researcher is, how to get in 
contact with them, and that they are interacting with a real 
person.

Each day of the study, Mack sent an email in the morning via a 
group email, using BCC so that the participants could not see 
each other’s contact information. In that email she reminded 
them of whatever daily tasks they should include in their diary. 
This was a useful way of reminding participants to fill out their 
diary because they were all using email every day.
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Mack notes that in some cases, such as where people have 
mobile lives and occupations, text message reminders might 
work better as reminders to participants. The key point is to 
remember you are asking them to do something ‘new’ for the 
period of the study.

The first question in the diary study asked the participant 
to talk about themselves. As with the Portfolios of the Poor 
studies, and indeed most other qualitative research, asking 
general questions is essential to help researcher and partici-
pant get to know each other, and to give participants a chance 
to communicate their own point of view.

Participants were asked to report every day on communicati-
ons they received from banks and billers, as well as on financial 
interactions other than shopping. Other questions asked par-
ticipants to discuss their use of mobile applications, practices 
around bill payments, and their experiences with fraud. In 
group discussions participants were asked questions such as, 
“What annoys or bothers you most about your financial com-
munications?”

Mack tried to give some feedback to their responses daily, 
whether in the form of a thank you note or a follow up questi-
on. She explains:

“This lets them know that they aren’t communicating 
into a black hole. Also, the follow-up questions help 
to get more details, and clarify and encourage more 
engagement and longer answers.”

This follow-up technique is similar to that outlined in the Port-
folios of the Poor case study. However, whereas the Portfolios 
of the Poor studies used teams of researchers and took place 
in diverse locations, Mack worked alone. She notes that, while 
resource-intensive, a reason why this study worked well was 
because doing the diaries online permitted the recruitment of 
a greater number of participants than would have been possi-
ble if the study were carried out in person.

Mack found people to be quite willing to share information on-
line, although this is at least partly because participants were 
not asked to share financial details such as bank balances or 
account numbers. However, the online nature of the study also 
presented a disadvantage: not being physically present meant 
that it was not possible to observe participants’ behaviours. 
This made it difficult to know what other possible questions 
should be asked.

Findings
Mack found the method to be suitable to create a broad pictu-
re of people’s financial behaviours, the products they use, and 
their financial communications. While not longitudinal, she 
was able to ask questions about changing practices, and what 
prompted individual’s shifts in their own behaviours.

Because the interactions lasted over several days, Mack could 
query the subjects on different topics that might have felt 
disconnected if asked back to back in an interview. What be-
gan as a study of financial communications evolved based on 
participant responses into a larger project around financial 
management.

Applications
Online diaries can be a useful method for targeted data collec-
tion on a range of topics not limited to financial research. They 
allow the participants to engage in their own time, and they 
provide participants with space for deeper reflection as well as 
some dialogue with the researcher. They are particularly useful 
for subjects that might require closer documentation than the 
participant’s memory, as they provide a location to capture 
information. Online tools can also be used to gather a wide 
range of feedback from participants, whether in the form of an 
idea, a picture, or a slogan.

Ethical issues
Online financial diaries face many of the same ethical issues as 
diaries collected in person. Mack told us:

“As with any qualitative research, it is crucial to have 
participants’ informed consent, and to make very clear to 
them their ability to stop the study or simply opt out of 
any parts that are uncomfortable. While online tools are 
not public in the same way as social media sites or blogs, 
it is important for participants to understand that their 
words and pictures may be preserved on a third party 
server.”

Protecting participants’ privacy can require somewhat diffe-
rent procedures in online diaries compared to research carried 
out in person, since data is transferred through third party 
programs. For more on ethics and data, see Digital Research.

More about the method

Microfinance in India: A Primer on the Financial Diaries 
Methodology by R. Kamath, S. Ramanathan and S. Rathna 
(2009, College of Agricultural Banking)

‘Embedding remittances: A methodological note on fi-
nancial diaries in Nicaragua’ by Nanneke Winters {2017, 
Tijdschrift voor economische en sociale geografie 108 (2): 
175-189)

A financial diary study is described in Chapter 13 of Under-
standing Your Users: A Practical Guide to User Research 
Methods by Kathy Baxter, Catherine Courage, and Kelly 
Caine (2015, Morgan Kaufmann)

CGAP released a report and data sets in February 2016 
for their year-long Smallholder financial diaries project in 
Mozambique, Tanzania and Pakistan77 
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However, digital finance did not take off in a large way until 
the World Wide Web became accessible in the early 1990s. For 
the first few decades digital financial tools for consumers were 
largely limited to online banking. Today, however, all-but-uni-
versal access to mobile devices and the internet mean that 
digital finance is the norm, not the exception.

As digital consumer finance has grown, the range of research 
topics and the tools we use to investigate them have also 
expanded. Digital research covers a broad range of topics, 
including user experience, financial literacy, digital service 
uptake, privacy issues, security risks, how digital services affect 
consumer choices, how digital interaction shapes financial de-
cisions, the uptake of digital currencies, use of digital services 
for illicit activities, and so on. 

Researchers have developed all kinds of digital research tools, 
from Zoom interviews to online financial diary studies and 
participant observation in online communities. These digital 
research tools have become all the more important since the 
outbreak of Covid-19. Since researchers cannot always safely 
conduct face-to-face research, they are having to experiment 
with digital methods to gather meaningful data.

Financial service providers have been particularly instrumental 
in developing survey techniques and ways to test user prefe-
rences, since they are geared towards identifying customer 
needs and preferences in order to develop better products and 
better delivery mechanisms.

While earlier commercial research tended to focus on product 
development, later studies have shifted focus to customer 
relationships, including investigating how digital devices can 
be harnessed to create greater intimacy with customers.79 

Social scientists working in universities and government bo-
dies have applied a broad range of qualitative and quantitative 
methods to digital finance research. These have included eth-
nographic observations of credit card use by anthropologists, 
interviews and surveys by sociologists, and lab experiments by 
economists and psychologists.

With respect to consumer well-being, psychologists and so-
ciologists have investigated the impact of digital money on 
people’s spending habits, especially focusing on whether it in-
creases indebtedness.80 Other studies find new ways to gather 
data, such as Joshua Blumenstock’s work analysing mobile 
data in Rwanda and Afghanistan to discern wealth distribution 
and migration patterns.81 

Non-profit organisations have tended to be more focused on 
how digital consumer finance can increase the financial inclu-

sion of the world’s poorest people, including Information and 
Computing Technology for Development (ICT4D) and the use 
of digital devices for microfinance and money transfers. Field 
experiments have been used extensively as a way of testing 
development program effectiveness [see Experiments].

But commentators have pointed out that unequal access to 
technologies (the ‘digital divide’) means that some groups are 
unable to benefit from digital services, and may even face 
greater risks using digital services than transacting in cash.82 

Of course, digital finance also raises the possibility of exploring 
‘big data’. However, many of these data sets are proprietary 
and often off limits to external researchers. In order to gain 
access to such data, researchers must approach the institution 
that owns the data they want and request a Data Use Agree-
ment (DUA).

A DUA is a legal document that allows researchers to access, 
analyse, and publish data under certain conditions, usually 
focused on protecting the confidentiality of participants. 
Whether the owner is legally permitted to share their data 
with another party depends upon the legislation that is in 
operation in both the institution’s and recipient’s jurisdictions. 
Researchers wishing to access a particular data set should con-
tact the institution that owns it and request a DUA.

Digital research is also a fertile ground for testing new me-
thods and innovating with existing ones. Here we present two 
case studies showing unusual ways of combining methods to 
solve research problems.

WHAT IS IT?
 y Qualitative / quantitative
 y Multiple methods possible
 y Face-to-face or remote data collection

 
Digital research is not a method in its own right, since tech-
nically all of the studies in this Toolkit can potentially have 
digital aspects. Interviews, surveys, focus groups, ethnography, 
experiments, financial diaries and user data analysis are just 
some of the methods that can be adapted to digital research.

However, digital research deserves specific attention because 
it changes the ways in which we can carry out these classic 
methods. It provides us with new tools and new avenues for 
communication with research participants and data. Moreover, 
consumers are using an increasingly wide array of digital pay-
ments services. These include:

DIGITAL RESEARCH
From paying bills to trading stocks, digital technology has radically changed how consumers and professionals manage their financial lives. 
In fact, this process of change has not stopped, since new digital services are coming onto the market every day.

As David L Stearns describes in his book, Electronic Value Transfer: Origins of the VISA Electronic Payment System,78 the history of payment 
systems can be traced back as far as the 19th century, when wire services made it possible to send money quickly over long distances.
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 y Using ATMs
 y Multichannel banking
 y Shopping online for insurance
 y Making mobile phone payments
 y Use of digital currencies
 y Playing the stock market online
 y Creating a household budget on a computer  

spreadsheet
Digital research can take place online, face-to-face, or both. 
Studies carried out online may include interacting with partici-
pants in games, conducting participant observation in forums, 
or examining patterns of usage across social media (‘social 
media listening’).

Studies carried out in person may include moderating a focus 
group about use of payments tools, conducting observations of 
people using online banking, shadowing people as they shop, 
or interviewing a person about their use of an app on a mo-
bile phone. Some studies use both modes, incorporating data 
collected online and offline to build a picture of how people’s 
digital and analog behaviours are related. 

Digital research therefore often blurs the boundary between 
‘online’ and ‘offline’ worlds. Indeed, as the anthropologist Tom 
Boellstorff comments:

“One thing that this kind of research demonstrates is 
that online interaction can be ‘virtually’ face-to-face, and 
digital technologies are changing what it means to be 
‘remote’ in the first place.”83 

An exciting outcome of the spread of digital consumer finance 
is that it has expanded the range of methods, tools, and tech-
niques available to researchers. The fact that most people use 
computing technology (especially mobile phones) means that 
researchers can shift away from classic ways of collecting data, 
instead using online surveys, mobile apps, chat programs, vi-
deo interviews, blogging programs and other tools

Examples of use

 y Information Scientist Margaret Jack and her team looked into the penetration of online shopping, buying and delivery in 
Phnom Penn, Cambodia, examining online platforms like Facebook and online payments such as Wing in combination with 
paper and cash.84 

 y Chapter 7 in the Handbook of Consumer Finance Research discusses laggards in e-banking uptake.85

 y A research paper called ‘Zap it to me: The short-term impacts of a mobile cash transfer program’ reports on the first rando-
mised evaluation of a cash transfer program delivered via the mobile phone.86

 y A World Bank working paper, South-South Migration and Remittances, uses World Bank data sets to analyse and estimate 
remittance flows.87

 y Researchers examined the extent to which anonymised data from mobile phone networks can be used to predict the po-
verty and wealth of individual subscribers in Rwanda.88

 y A European Parliament report, Consumer Behaviour in a Digital Environment, focuses on how consumers benefit from the 
digital environment and whether and how they change their purchasing behaviour.89

 y Researchers from the National Bureau of Economic Research studied how ‘digital assistants’ can be used to remind people 
to save money.90

 y CGI’s report Understanding Financial Consumers in the Digital Era presents findings from their survey of consumers in the 
US, Canada, France, Germany, Sweden, and the UK.91 

STRENGTHS

Reduces geographic constraints
Internet-based studies can enable participation by people who 
would not usually be able to take part due to geographical 
distance from the research site. Recruiting and data collection 
can take place through a variety of platforms, including social 
media, electronic mailing lists, third party websites, games, 
and video calls. This reduction of geographic constraints can 
assist with increasing the representativeness of a sample, 
and can facilitate studies that compare geographically distant 
groups (say, in different countries or regions), which can then 
be mapped with other variables.

Expand the range of tools available for research
Digital researchers are innovating with new ways to collect 
and analyse qualitative and quantitative data. There is now a 
wide array of web-based tools for data collection and analysis, 
including software developed specifically to collect research 
data (such as Revelation, a program that participants use to 
share information with researchers92), platforms that were 
designed for other purposes but that researchers use for data 
collection (such as social media sites, discussion groups, or 
third party data sets), or analytical software that can be down-
loaded or used online.

Facilitate follow-up studies
Locating participants after a research phase is completed can 
be difficult. People may change their address or phone number, 
and locating people in person is expensive and time-con-
suming. Social media and email make it easier to contact 
participants for follow-up research or to share a study’s re-
sults.
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LIMITATIONS

Limited access to some groups
Digital research methods can only increase a sample’s repre-
sentativeness if the target population are online or own a 
mobile device. While mobile phone ownership is increasing 
rapidly, rates of Internet connectivity are far from uniform. 
This is especially true in developing countries, and sometimes 
also true of ‘wealthy’ economies. Research design therefore 
needs to consider what the best method is to reach the target 
population.

Remote data collection can reduce data quality
Relying on remote data collection can reduce the quality of 
the data that researchers collect. This is because participants 
tend to share more information with people they trust, and it 
can be difficult to develop this trust online. This can present 
problems for both quantitative research (e.g., convincing peo-
ple to take a survey or complete it accurately) and qualitative 
research (e.g., conducting an interview with a stranger).

These problems are not unique to digital research: telemar-
keters have faced them for decades. Ultimately, whether or 
not remoteness presents a problem depends on the type and 
depth of information that the research aims to collect. 

Case Study 1 
 
STUDYING BITCOIN USING  
QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE METHODS
The evolution of digital payments has generated some inte-
resting forms of financial transactions. Digital currencies, such 
as Bitcoin and Dogecoin, are perhaps the most controversial 
of these, since they are not created by government entities or 
banks, provide a means to circumvent currency control, and 
can be used (within limits) to hide transactions from the law.

Bitcoin has unique characteristics that make it markedly diffe-
rent from other payment systems in how it operates and how 
it can be used. Unlike credit cards transactions, Bitcoin pay-
ments are anonymous; no user information is recorded in the 
transaction. Bitcoin transactions are not cleared through banks 
or any central location. Instead, they are cleared by a network 
of participants who compete with one another for a reward for 
authorizing them.

Bitcoin is a matter of interest to policy-makers, central banks, 
and researchers who are interested in the technical aspects of 
this new form of money creation and transaction. It is also of 
interest to exchanges and investment banks interested in the 
possibilities of its distributed nature for increasing settlement 
speed. However, Bitcoin’s novelty and technical complexity 
means that researching it requires both creativity and expert 
knowledge of computational mathematics.93

A team of researchers from the University of California, San 
Diego and George Mason University have pioneered new ways 
of understanding Bitcoin and its users through combining 
qualitative and quantitative techniques.94 The researchers 
were interested in identifying the extent to which Bitcoin lives 
up to its promise of pseudo-anonymity and to investigate how 
people’s use of Bitcoin has changed over time.95

The team combined participant observation (using Bitcoin 
themselves) with algorithmic analysis of transactions, which 
they used to cluster users and the transactions between them. 
They identified service providers, but not users themselves. 
They used this information to identify the factors that com-
promised users’ pseudo-anonymity.

Method
In contrast to most payment systems, flows of value around 
the network are publicly visible. When a user makes a trans-
action they use a public key that encodes their identity so that 
it is not passed on to anyone else in the chain. However, the 
Bitcoin block chain encodes all transactions, past and present, 
and it is this feature that makes value flows publicly visible.96 

In this study, the researchers exploited the visibility of Bitcoin 
flows to cluster and positively identify Bitcoin service provi-
ders through applying algorithmic analysis and participating 
in transactions themselves. They used public keys to make 344 
purchases from a range of sellers on Bitcoin, including mining 
pools, wallet services, bank exchanges, non-bank exchanges, 
vendors, and gambling sites.
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These exchanges allowed them to cluster users, which in turn 
enabled them to identify major institutions in the Bitcoin mar-
ketplace and the interactions that occurred between them. 
The researchers were only able to identify those users that 
they interacted with, which were almost entirely third-party 
services like exchanges, not individual people.

The researchers began by carrying out a “re-identification 
attack” in which the researchers opened accounts and made 
purchases from a variety of Bitcoin merchants and service 
providers whose identities were already public (such as Mt. Gox 
and Silk Road). Since the researchers knew which public key 
they used themselves, they were able to positively label the 
public key on the other end as belonging to a particular service 
provider.

The researchers then turned to Bitcoin forums to locate cases 
in which vendors had identified their own particular key. They 
explain that many users list their addresses (or ‘tags’) publicly. 
For example, charities list their donation addresses, and a com-
pany called LulzSec publishes their address on their Twitter 
account.

The researchers did not attempt to collect all addresses 
available, but did amass a collection of 5,000 in total. They 
also searched Bitcoin forums (such as bitcointalk.org) to look 
for Bitcoin addresses of defunct organisations or ones that are 
associated with major thefts. According to lead author Sarah 
Meiklejohn:

“The thefts show how criminal actors are engaging with 
Bitcoin; i.e., are they using it in a naive way, in which 
our attacks could be easily applied, or are they doing 
something more sophisticated like using mix services? Are 
they cashing directly out of the system using exchanges, 
or are they keeping the stolen funds in Bitcoins? Basically, 
thieves were the most motivated users we could think of 
in terms of wanting to maintain anonymity, so it seemed 
natural to study their behaviour for this problem.”97 

The researchers warn that these self-identified tags are not as 
reliable as the ones they collected themselves through making 
transactions, so they “consequently labelled users only for 
addresses for which we could gain some confidence through 
manual due diligence.”

After this collection phase, the researchers analysed the data 
using clustering heuristics.98 This enabled the researchers to 
identify 1.9 million public keys belonging to service providers 
or identities. They examined interactions with known Bitcoin 
service providers, and were able to identify 500,000 addresses 
as controlled by Mt. Gox, and more than 250,000 addresses as 
controlled by Silk Road.

This did not allow them to identify the individuals making 
transactions per se, but it did allow them to observe interacti-
ons with particular services, such as deposits and withdrawals. 
In other words, the flow of Bitcoins in and out of the service 
was de-anonymised. 

Findings
The main finding of the research was that, despite widespread 
belief that Bitcoin is pseudo-anonymous, Bitcoin users can in 
fact be identified. The authors state:

“Even our relatively small experiment demonstrates that 
this approach can shed considerable light on the structure 
of the Bitcoin economy, how it is used, and those 
organizations who are party to it.”

While they did not identify real-world accounts directly, their 
analysis de-anonymised users to a significant degree. In parti-
cular, the researchers analysed certain highly publicised thefts 
to see if they could track the Bitcoins to known services. In 
most cases they found that this was quite straightforward. 
This has major implication for law enforcement:

“…demonstrating that an agency with subpoena power 
would be well placed to identify who is paying money to 
whom.”

This is largely because a small number of Bitcoin institutions 
(mostly services performing currency exchange) are becoming 
dominant, but it is also due to the public nature of Bitcoin 
transactions and the ability to label monetary flows to major 
institutions. Pseudo-anonymity therefore:

“…ultimately makes Bitcoin unattractive today for high-
volume illicit use such as money laundering.”

The researchers suggest that a follow-up quantitative study 
could help to identify the scale of the issue.

Applications
Studies of Bitcoin and other digital currencies have clear 
applications for law enforcement, policy development, and 
understanding changes taking place in online trade.

With respect to law enforcement, this study suggests that it 
would be easier to confirm identity, and therefore prosecute 
illegal activity carried out using Bitcoins than people tend to 
believe. Users may wish to think twice about whether Bitcoin 
really does protect their identity, and law enforcers may deve-
lop new approaches based on the findings of the study.

Policy development can also benefit from the study’s in-
novations and insights. Research such as this advances our 
understanding of how Bitcoin works and provides us with new 
methods with which to study it. These kinds of studies could 
prove crucial to shaping public and monetary policy that takes 
digital currency use into account.

In some countries there have been moves towards incorpo-
rating Bitcoin into mainstream payments services, such as 
through contracting vendors to accept Bitcoin payments or 
installing Bitcoin ATMs.99 However, governments are legislating 
against Bitcoin use as much as they are legislating in favour 
of it. Understanding Bitcoin’s potentials and pitfalls will help 
legislators decide its public value.
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This study also increases our understanding of consumption 
patterns and of factors that lead to consolidation in payment 
service provision. One of the researcher’s findings was that 
fewer, but larger, sellers are coming to dominate the Bitcoin 
market. It would appear that existing consumers share infor-
mation with potential consumers regarding how to use Bitcoin 
and which sellers to choose.

This has the potential to drive customers towards Bitcoin from 
other payments systems and marketplaces. The increasing 
monopolisation of the Bitcoin marketplace by particular com-
panies has the additional effect of decreasing anonymity, since 
large sellers are more readily identifiable. In other words, the 
Bitcoin marketplace is changing, and this changing market 
changes Bitcoin itself. 

Ethical issues
Digital research, whether carried out in person or remotely, 
presents a broad array of ethical challenges. Privacy protection 
was the major ethical issue to arise in this Bitcoin study. To 
protect users’ privacy, the researchers designed the study so 
that they would identify known service providers, but not indi-
viduals. Sarah Meiklejohn comments:

“Our thinking was that we used public data, and as you 
say we identify users only by their Bitcoin addresses, and 
(intentionally) didn’t identify any users who don’t have 
a public-facing element (e.g., individuals rather than 
services).”100

By limiting their analysis to known service providers, and focu-
sing on flows of Bitcoins rather than individuals’ transactions, 
the researchers largely avoided issues of individual privacy and 
consent.

However, data analysis does pose issues of consent and priva-
cy, even if (relatively) public information is used. People often 
treat public forums and social media as though they are pri-
vate, posting things that they would really rather the general 
public don’t know.

Even where consent is given, it is not always clear that indivi-
duals will understand what they are agreeing can be done with 
their data. How will it be analysed? Will the data be adequate-
ly anonymised and stored? What will the findings be used for? 
Will the data or results be shared with third parties, and for 
what purpose? Will it be used to increase company profit or to 
deny rights to certain individuals?

People are right to be concerned: there are plenty of ways in 
which data can potentially be misused. In September 2015, a 
story broke about how Facebook secured a patent that would 
allow banks to make loans based on the credit history of their 

entire social network.101 

Theoretically, a bank could deny credit if an individual’s friends 
had a bad credit history, even if the individual themselves was 
in good financial standing. While such actions may be unlikely, 
they point to the fact that few of us really understand the im-
plications of data sharing and its effects on our financial lives.

Health insurance is another area of concern, and it is a good 
example of how social benefits can clash with social risks. Big 
data has the potential to provide enormous social benefits in 
the area of health care. If health care providers such as the 
NHS in the UK are able to access large amounts of data on 
public health, then they will be far better equipped to plan 
services for the future.102

However, this kind of data is intensely private, and needs to 
be well protected. An example of misuse would be if insurance 
companies could use the datasets to positively identify indivi-
duals with chronic illnesses or who need expensive treatments 
and deny them coverage.103

Researchers and professional associations are responding 
to these kinds of issues by developing ethical codes and gui-
delines for digital research. For example, the Data Science 
Association has produced the Data Science Code of Professio-
nal Conduct to help researchers think through ethical issues.

Various specialised books now exist on the subject, such as The 
Ethics of Big Data: Ethical Reasoning in Socio-Technical Infor-
matics. But the issues are complex and are likely to become 
more so in the future. While it is crucial that researchers plan-
ning digital studies are up-to-date on current ethical practices 
and standards, it is equally important that regulators interve-
ne to protect consumer rights.
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Case Study 2 
 
COMBINING ONLINE AND OFFLINE  
DATA COLLECTION ON PAYMENTS IN INDONESIA
American anthropologist Tom Boellstorff and his team carried 
out a study examining how online behaviours are affected by 
offline lives. They collaborated with two Indonesian research 
teams to learn how Indonesians were combining social media, 
mobile phone use, and payments systems, given that use of 
devices and the Internet was increasing rapidly.104

The researchers chose this focus because device ownership, 
Internet access, and their use for online shopping had grown 
rapidly in Indonesia over the previous two decades. Due to the 
low price of SIM cards, many Indonesians have multiple smart 
phones with different providers so that they can obtain the 
cheapest calls possible. By October 2012, Indonesia had over 64 
million active Facebook users, making it one of the top 5 nati-
ons in the world.

Indonesians use Facebook to connect with friends, but also to 
buy and sell consumer items through a variety of online stores 
and mobile apps. Boellstorff and his co-authors write that the 
International Data Corporation (ICD) showed the value of inter-
net-based trade in Indonesia to have reached USD $3.4 billion 
in 2011, and that a MasterCard survey in 2012 indicated that 
online shopping had increased 15% in six months.

However, credit cards played a relatively small role in trade: a 
Nielsen Online report showed that 57.4% of respondents were 
using online transfer methods for payment, but only 11.5% 
were using credit cards, and 13.1% preferred cash on delivery.

Boellstorff and his teams combined face-to-face interviews 
with analysis of the online purchasing and payments environ-
ments that people were using to gain insights into how people 
made purchasing and payment decisions. They focused on 
both the technology that people used and the social relations 
that shaped people’s actions.

Method
The research took place in Surabaya (Java) and Makassar (Su-
lawesi). The researchers used qualitative methods including 
participant observation, individual semi-structured interviews, 
and focus groups. They supplemented these with the analysis 
of websites, mobile apps, and advertisements.

In Makassar, the researchers interviewed 54 respondents and 
conducted two focus groups with ten participants in each 
group. In Surabaya they interviewed 52 respondents and con-
ducted four focus groups. All data were collected in Indonesian 
or in local languages and then translated into English by mem-
bers of the research teams.

In each location the researchers sought to recruit a diversity of 
people from different social groups, including those who they 
thought would give a range of perspectives on mobile social 
media and mobile payments (such as university students and 
‘housewives’). The best-represented group were heterosexual 

women, who are active in the world of online shopping in In-
donesia.

The research teams held an initial meeting in September 2012, 
before research began, to decide on key interview questions to 
be included in all of the studies. The questions covered mul-
tiple dimensions of device use. For example, to identify time 
discrepancies between when people began to use devices and 
when they began actually shopping online, interviewees were 
asked the following questions:

 y When did you begin using gadgets?
 y When did you begin using the Internet?
 y When did you begin making online transactions?

 
To investigate users’ behaviours, including how people decided 
to become resellers and any problems with addiction to online 
shopping, the researchers asked:

 y What motivated you to make transactions online?
 
In response to other studies that argue that online shopping 
almost always happens in combination with other activities 
(such as socializing or working), they asked:

 y Are there particular times when you cannot shop online?
 y What are you doing when online shopping?

 
People’s reasons for using online transaction services tend to 
differ according to context. For example, while shopping may 
be popular in one country or among a particular social group, 
other services, such as remittances, may be more widely used 
elsewhere. To find out what people were using digital financial 
services for, without biasing their answers, the interviewers 
asked:

 y What kinds of transactions do you make online (shop-
ping, sending money, paying bills, etc.)?

 
To find out how people saw themselves using services in the 
future, they asked:

 y Have you ever thought about stopping shopping online?
 y Have you ever thought about reselling things that you 

purchase online?
 
Finally, in order to find out how people actually pay for goods, 
why they choose one payment mechanism over another, and 
whether they set aside special funds for online shopping, they 
asked:

 y What funds do you use for shopping online? How do you 
or your friends pay for online shopping if you don’t have 
money at hand?

For the online part of data collection, the researchers analysed 
websites, mobile apps, and advertisements. They collected 
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and assessed this online data by going directly to the websites 
in question. However, they note that it is possible to do inter-
views and focus groups online as well.

Data analysis was synthesised as part of the overall research 
process. Boellstorff comments:

“The key thing to remember is that the phenomenon 
being studied is already ‘synthesizing’ the online and 
offline before we ever got there. So synthesizing the 
online and offline in this case (and in practically every 
case of such digital research nowadays) is not an artificial 
imposition. Ideally it should reflect the specific ways that, 
in the case at hand, the online and offline are shaping 
each other.”105 

In other words, the ‘online’ and ‘offline’ research should not be 
treated as separate data sets that are collected independently 
of one another and then brought together for analysis. Rather, 
the online and offline data are inextricably linked. For example, 
interviewees might tell stories in which events take place in 
the home and simultaneously through social media.

Similarly, an observation of a person using an ATM must take 
into account the ‘real’ world, because factors such as time 
constraints and safety considerations will affect how they use 
that digital device. Moreover, people use multiple devices to 
achieve particular goals. Treating each digital interaction as 
distinct does not reflect how people use devices in the course 
of their everyday lives.

Findings
The research was designed to study the intersection of mobile 
phones, social media, and payments. As a result, some of their 
findings address digital consumer finance directly, while other 
findings address it indirectly through describing the context in 
which transactions take place.

Boellstorff and his team found that online shopping in Indo-
nesia is made possible by the prevalence of devices. All of the 
interviewees owned more than one device, often a laptop, a 
BlackBerry, and at least one other smartphone. Due to the low 
cost of SIM cards and the advantages of using multiple provi-
ders, many respondents had multiple smartphones or SIMs; for 
example, one to keep in touch with a romantic partner and one 
for other friends, or one for personal use and one for business 
use.

At the time, BlackBerry was still the most commonly used 
handset. All of the respondents had a BlackBerry and often 
other kinds of smartphones as well. One interviewee had five 
smartphones, each with a different provider.

The reasons why people began to shop online rather than in 
physical retail stores varied. The researchers found that res-
pondents became interested in online shopping after seeing 
items their friends had purchased. They explain:

“This reflects a broader pattern in which friends and 
acquaintances play an influential role in online shopping 
practices not just as recommenders, but increasingly as 
customers and sellers.”

Buyers often knew sellers personally or at least lived in same 

city, meaning that they could choose sellers based on personal 
knowledge or recommendations. This also made it easier to 
complain if there was a problem. Buyers often did not have to 
pay for shipping because items would be hand-delivered. Their 
buying practices therefore often mimicked shopping in physical 
stores.

Facebook was often the first pathway to online shopping 
because respondents would see sponsored advertisements, 
information posted by friends on their own time lines, or com-
ments customers had posted on the Facebook pages of sellers. 
Alternatively, people would be introduced to online shopping 
through the BlackBerry store app.

Once interviewees had begun to shop online they identified 
numerous advantages. The five primary reasons that res-
pondents gave for wanting to shop online were: 1) it is easy; 
2) interesting things are sold in online stores; 3) it avoids the 
hassle of going to a physical store; 4) it is often cheaper; and 5) 
some items are hard to find in physical stores.

We often think of online shopping as something done by indi-
viduals or households, but the researchers found that groups 
of friends would also make collective purchases. For example, 
they discovered that groups of university students would 
purchase food (such as snacks) in bulk to receive lower prices.

The amount of money interviewees spent online monthly va-
ried from less than $1 to around $50. This sum reflects people’s 
disposable incomes, but also their feelings about online shop-
ping. Concerns about losing money tended to limit how much 
money people were willing to spend online.

As well as concerns about fraud, people worried that the 
items they bought would not match the online photographs 
or description and that they would be disappointed with their 
purchases. To counter this, one woman set a 500,000 rupiah 
(USD $50.50) limit on purchases. Beyond this limit she felt un-
comfortable and preferred to make the purchase in a physical 
store.

Some people also earmarked funds to be spent on online shop-
ping. One interviewee, a man called Eska, gave his monthly 
salary to his wife to manage (a common practice). He had a 
separate bank account for his own expenditures (‘men’s mo-
ney’) that was funded primarily by workplace bonuses rather 
than his salary.

When he shopped online he always used this account, even 
when his wife asked him to buy something for her. In practice, 
then, it wasn’t just his ‘men’s money’; it was also the house-
hold’s online shopping account.

In terms of making payments, the researchers discovered that 
only six respondents used Internet banking services to make a 
payment, and only five respondents used a credit card. Instead, 
the vast majority of their respondents were paying for online 
shopping by making a transfer at an ATM or a bank counter. 
The main banks they used were BCA and Mandari; only five 
respondents used BNI.

Why use an ATM rather than make an online transfer? Some 
interviewees said that they were worried about credit card 
fraud, but the main reason cited was to avoid bank fees. If the 
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buyer and seller used the same bank, the transfer could be 
made for free.

In fact, some sellers had accounts at multiple banks to ensure 
that their buyers could transfer them money with no extra 
charge. Some buyers reported that if they didn’t have the 
same bank account as the seller, they would ask a friend or re-
lative to complete the transaction for them. Note the pattern: 
we see a cost-savings behaviour taking place at both the ATM 
and the SIM card level, since, as noted, many Indonesians have 
multiple SIMs in order to save money by switching SIM cards 
depending on whom they are calling.

People sometimes used other people’s credit cards, but that 
could create secondary problems. For example, one gay man 
reported that he preferred shopping for makeup online becau-
se he felt safer than when visiting a physical store. In order 
to pay for his purchases he used his mother’s credit card. Ho-
wever, he was concerned about his privacy here, because his 
mother could then see on her statements what he had been 
buying.

Online BlackBerry shops were sometimes used to both make 
and complete transactions. Interviewees stated that they 
preferred these shops because sellers would be identifiable 
by their BlackBerry PIN. They also tended to be more familiar 
with the sellers and had friends in the system that could pro-
vide recommendations. Moreover, BlackBerry Money allowed 
peer-to-peer cash transfers, which interviewees perceived as 
safer than using a credit card.

Applications
The team’s combination of online and offline data collection 
has many potential applications in product design and mar-
keting. For example, there could be opportunities to develop 
consumer finance products that reduce the costs of making 
transactions.

Consumer decisions are influenced by various factors: they 
may identify with the brands of their devices, their mobi-
le phone carriers, or be swayed by the preferences of their 
friends and family. These identifications influence consumer 
decisions in different ways, and at different times. The com-
bination of in-person ethnography and examination of digital 
sources used in this study is useful for finding out how people 
use products within real-life contexts.

Many of the study’s participants reported having to put in a 
significant level of effort to complete payments, often main-
taining multiple bank accounts to lower costs. The BlackBerry 
store presents a way to overcome some of these costs by 
smoothing out the transaction process.

However, as other brands are displacing BlackBerry handsets, 
customers will require other channels to make payments. Kno-
wing where the pain points lie for customers, and which device 
to use when making a transaction, can assist in the identifica-
tion of appropriate payment channels. We also see cost-saving 
behaviours that cross over between devices and services—in 
this case, ATMs and mobile phone SIMs.

Figure 13
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Risk is another important area for product design and marke-
ting. This study shows that consumers assume they are taking 
a certain level of risk when shopping online. They attempt to 
offset risk by using known providers and channels for their 
purchases, or through seeking advice from people they trust.

Building social proof into product design, such as through 
peer-to-peer transfers or permitting product recommenda-
tions from friends, could be leveraged to increase trust and 
encourage the use of particular payment channels. 

Ethical issues
Most of the ethical issues raised in this study are the same as 
in any other face-to-face study. These include:

 y Giving potential participants sufficient information about 
the study so that they can make an informed decision 
about whether they would like to take part

 y Ensuring, as much as possible, that participants are not 
at risk of physical or emotional harm during the study

 y Anonymizing data so that participants are not identi-
fiable, unless they have given specific permission

 
However, as with the Bitcoin study described above, the ‘digi-
tal’ nature of the research raises extra points of consideration. 
Boellstorff reports that one big issue he has encountered is 
that some researchers think that because something is online 
it is not ‘real’ and so you don’t have to protect people’s iden-
tities.

For example, data gained from a public forum may be tech-
nically traceable, but if it is reproduced without permission, 
researchers have a responsibility to generalise the data into 
findings that are not traceable.

Another important issue in digital research is that social me-
dia tends to make people more visible, and so it can make 
anonymisation and consent more difficult. Say an interviewee 
is demonstrating how they make a purchase in a BlackBerry 
store. When they show the researcher their own information, 
they are also likely to expose information about the people 
they are transacting with. These third parties have not given 
consent to take part in the research, and extra effort must 
be taken to discuss and record this data in the most general 
terms.

Safety issues may also be a consideration when studying mo-
ney use. Following participants as they go about their daily 
tasks can yield valuable insights into their use of consumer 
products, but a foreign researcher accompanying a participant 
to an ATM may attract unwanted attention. These are not 
necessarily problems that were raised in this particular study, 
but they need to be considered at the outset and built into 
project design.

More about the method

Research Methods and Global Online Communities: A Case 
Study by Alexia Maddox (2016, Routledge)

The Data Analytics and Digital Financial Services Hand-
book (2017, IFC and Mastercard Foundation]

Internet Communication and Qualitative Research: A 
Handbook for Researching Online by Chris Mann and Fiona 
Stewart (2000, SAGE)

Advancing Digital Humanities: Research, Methods, The-
ories by Katherine Bode and Paul Longley Arthur (2014, 
Palgrave MacMillan)

Ethnography for the Internet: Embedded, Embodied and 
Everyday by Christine Hine (2015, Bloomsbury)

The Routledge Companion to Digital Ethnography by La-
rissa Hjorth, Heather Horst, Anne Galloway and Genevieve 
Bell (2017, Routledge)

‘Algorithms as culture: Some tactics for the ethnography 
of algorithmic systems’ by Nick Seaver (2017, Big Data & 
Society 4 (2): 1-12).

Ethnography and Virtual Worlds: A Handbook of Method 
by Tom Boellstorff, Bonnie Nardi, Celia Pearce and T.L. 
Taylor (2012, Princeton University Press)

Readings in Virtual Research Ethics: Issues and Controver-
sies edited by Elizabeth A. Buchanan (2004, IGI Global)

How Would You Like to Pay? How Technology is Changing 
the Future of Money by Bill Maurer (2015, Duke University 
Press)
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Experimental researchers try to model the different ways in 
which people make decisions. These models can help with 
things like structuring financial literacy programs, identifying 
social sectors that might be at risk of getting into debt, and 
providing people with better information so that they can 
make better choices.

Experimental methods, in particular Randomised Controlled 
Trials (RCTs), are also the cornerstone of evaluations, which 
provide a way to rigorously assess the success of a particular 
program or product.

WHAT IS IT?
 y Quantitative
 y Conduct experiments under controlled conditions
 y Data is collected in a lab or in the field

 
Experiments involve testing hypotheses under controlled con-
ditions through the manipulation of key variables. They can 
take the form of lab experiments, which are carried out under 
controlled conditions, or field experiments, which take place in 
a context that is largely natural.

While lab experiments are fairly well known, field experiments 
are less so. They generally involve running interventions or 
treatments on people as they live their daily lives. It is more 
difficult to control experimental conditions in field experiments 
than in lab experiments, but they can provide a more realistic 
picture of behaviour.

Lab experiments
In consumer finance research, lab experiments are often 
concerned with testing the psychological components of 
consumer finance, especially risk-taking behaviour and how 
people make choices.

In lab experiments the researcher(s) first devise a hypothesis, 
then they design an experiment to test it. They identify at 
least one independent variable (an event, e.g., opening a bank 
account) and one dependent variable (measurable effects, e.g., 
saving more money).

Lab experiments take place in a location that is under the con-
trol of the researchers. This is normally a laboratory or room in 
the researcher’s institution or workplace, but lab experiments 
can be carried out anywhere the researchers can gain a reaso-
nable degree of control over the environment. 

For example, a café or park would probably not be suitable for 
a lab experiment, but an empty room in a school, house, or 
public building might be sufficient. This is important because 
it means that researchers are able to travel to the people they 
would like to study in order to undertake lab experiments, just 
as with field experiments and natural experiments. Experimen-
tal research does not always require participants to travel to 
the lab at the researcher’s place of work.

Field experiments
Field experiments involve real-life testing of a hypothesis or 
intervention. Like lab experiments, field experiments are about 
testing and measuring behaviour. But unlike lab experiments, 
which take place under controlled conditions, field experiments 
are carried out under everyday circumstances and test the 
impact of an intervention, product, or policy.

In the field of socioeconomic development, a particular kind 
of field experiment is used widely: the Randomised Control-
led Trial (RCT). RCTs are considered to be the ‘gold standard’ 
of hypothesis and impact testing.107 Derived from biomedical 
and epidemiological clinical trial methods, RCTs evaluate and 
measure impact by comparing the effect of an intervention in 
a treatment or target group against a control group that does 
not receive the intervention.

RCTs are valuable because they can reliably test the effective-
ness of consumer finance initiatives, especially in microfinance 
or the introduction of new financial products by banks and 
other financial institutions. As noted in the IPA RCT toolkit, 
experimentation can be built into the design of products and 
services. Some financial RCTs, such as experiments with cash 
grants or financial literacy training, may include physical and 
psychological health and well-being components.

A standard method to carry out an RCT is to plan an interven-
tion in a particular place, such as lending money to women in 
a particular town, and set up a control group in another town. 
Careful randomisation of the study population to be studied is 
crucial to the design. This is important for claims that can be 
made about measurable outcomes due to the effects of a pro-
duct or intervention, and not other factors or individual/group 
characteristics.

Field-based experiments may use other experimental methods 
for comparison than randomisation, applying a variety of sta-
tistical techniques to control for differences, but these often 
involve making assumptions that are more difficult to test 

EXPERIMENTS
The use of experiments in consumer finance research grows out of behavioural psychology and experimental economics.106 Consumer 
finance experiments reflect the concerns of both these disciplines, especially regarding how people make choices and whether financial 
behaviours fit with standard economic theory.

An important precursor to consumer finance experiments was the development of modern game theory, the study of strategic decision-ma-
king, by John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern in the 1930s. Game theory lent itself more readily to experimentation than theoretical 
microeconomics or macroeconomics because it was concerned with how people make choices under specific scenarios.
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than if randomisation is used in advance.108 Determining the 
appropriate sample size in order to observe a particular effect 
is also crucial to the technical design. The larger the sample 
size, the more visible a small effect will be.

A simplified explanation of the basic setup is as follows. At 
the beginning of the evaluation, both groups will be surveyed. 
The test group will be given the intervention, but the control 
group will not. At the end of the intervention, both groups are 
surveyed again. The results are analysed to show the effects of 
receiving or not receiving the intervention.

For example, a field experiment in Malawi, conducted by Xavier 
Giné and Dean Yang, tested whether the provision of insu-
rance induces farmers to take out loans.109 The researchers 
selected a sample of 800 farmers and offered them credit 
to buy high-yielding seed. Half of the farmers were required 
to purchase insurance to receive this credit. They found that 
farmers were less likely to take up credit if they were offered 
insurance with their loan. These kinds of experiments are valu-
able because they involve people making real-life decisions.

A variation on the field experiment is the natural experiment. 
These resemble field experiments, but there is no intervention. 
Researchers simply measure the things that people are already 
doing. One such study in India used loan repayment data to 
investigate the optimal structure of a microfinance loan.110 

They compared people who had repaid individual loans in 
full (the treatment group) with people who had an ongoing 
individual liability loan, but who would eventually convert 
to group liability due to a change in policy in the lending 
institution (the control group). 

Examples of use

 y For a range of experiments on choice, risk, reactions to pricing structures, and other aspects of economic behaviour, visit 
the Centre for Economic Learning and Social Evolution (ELSE) website.111 

 y A natural field experiment in the Netherlands tested whether the rich are more pro-social than the poor. The researchers 
deliberately mis-delivered mail with cash or bank transfer cards and tested whether subjects returned them or not.112 

 y In an online user interface experiment, researchers tested whether people would donate more money to charity with de-
fault amount presets or when active decision-making was done. Their main findings support default presets.113 

 y Economists undertook a natural experiment in Singapore using a panel dataset of consumer financial transactions to study 
how consumers responded to an unanticipated income shock.114 

 y An article called ‘The social dilemma of microinsurance: Free-riding in a framed field experiment’ explores incentives for 
free riders in joint liability health insurance in Tanzania.115 

 y The Institute for the Study of Labour published an article on how two different insurance products and a secret saving de-
vice impact solidarity among rural villagers in the Philippines.116 

 y Johannes Haushofer and Jeremy Shapiro used an RCT to measure the response of poor rural households in rural Kenya to 
large temporary income changes in the form of unconditional cash grants.117 

 y A study implemented by Innovations for Poverty Action shows how a commitment savings product led to increased savings 
and more decision making power in the household for women.118 

 y A natural experiment carried out in India investigates the optimal structure of a microfinance loan.119 
 y A field experiment in Malawi, conducted by Xavier Giné and Dean Yang, tested whether the provision of insurance induces 

farmers to take out loans.120 
 y A large natural field experiment identified the effects of formal savings on inter-household transfers and the safety nets of 

the poor in villages in Malawi.121  

 

By watching how customers changed their borrowing practices 
as their loan type transitioned, the researchers were able to 
infer which loan structure worked the best.

STRENGTHS

Permit control of variables
Because experiments take place under controlled conditions, 
and since lab experiments are normally run in the researcher’s 
institution or place of work, it is generally possible to limit the 
number of variables that impact the experiment. Again, this is 
particularly true for lab experiments. It can be difficult to con-
trol for variables in field experiments, since they take place in 
‘natural’ settings.

The control of variables means it is possible to make accurate 
measurements and identify ‘cause and effect’ relationships 
(e.g., that opening a bank account leads to greater savings) 
within certain statistical parameters. These kinds of observati-
ons are generally not possible with non-experimental methods 
because the effect (in this case, increased savings) could be 
caused by any number of factors.

However, it should be noted that this ability is dependent upon 
solid research design and execution. It is often difficult to isola-
te variables and limit external influences in a study.

Experiments are replicable
Experiments are generally more replicable than non-expe-
rimental research because they operate under controlled 
conditions, use limited variables, and allocate participants 
randomly to test groups and control groups. This means that is 
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possible for other researchers to confirm or challenge a study’s 
results. It also means that studies can be readily compared 
across different groups. Again, this is more true for lab experi-
ments than it is for field experiments, since real-life conditions 
can change rapidly and make repeat experiments impossible.

These features contribute to the development of general 
models and theories (such as the effects of asymmetric in-
formation on decision-making), the behaviour of specific 
populations (such as stock market use by elderly investors), 
and dynamic inconsistency (how people’s preferences change 
over time).

Nevertheless, researchers need to be aware that, while it is 
relatively straightforward to replicate experiments, the results 
can differ significantly depending upon the variables tested 
and sample choices. This can limit the external validity of an 
experiment—how generalisable is it to the results of other 
studies, to other situations, and other people?

For instance, evaluation may be limited to places or regions 
where there is visible variation; that is, where a new program 
is expanding into, and not within, a particular region. This 
means that you can usually only evaluate a kind of marginal 
impact, not infra-marginal impacts. It is also important to 
conduct careful pilot studies when setting up an RCT. Testing 
results through multiple studies can strengthen generalisabi-
lity.

RCT field experiments demonstrate impact
An advantage of RCTs is that they can be used to demonstrate 
whether (or to what extent) an intervention does or does not 
have the hoped-for impact. This is why they are used extensi-
vely for the purpose of evaluating programs carried out with 
people in the area of socio-economic development.122 

In fact, David Roodman, in his book Due Diligence: An Imperti-
nent Inquiry Into Microfinance,123 argues that RCTs are the best 
way to test whether microfinance programs work. Monitoring 
and evaluation is a large and important field with an entire 
methodology of its own, and people who are interested in 
developing their skills in this area have a wide range of materi-
als and courses to choose from. IPA’s toolkit also offers helpful 
guidelines for identifying and developing partnerships for eva-
luating financial products in the US based on its expertise in 
RCTs in developing nations.

LIMITATIONS

Design flaws can invalidate experiments
The effectiveness of experiments is dependent on solid rese-
arch design. Confounding effects or confounding variables are 
variables that the experimenter failed to control and which 
compromise the validity of the experiment. This is true for all 
kinds of experiments, whether they take place in a lab or in the 
field.

While design flaws are a problem in all research, qualitative 
methods tend to be more forgiving when problems arise. For 
example, if analysis of a set of interviews shows that a crucial 

question has been omitted, researchers may be able to make 
further inquiries to fill the gap in their knowledge by asking 
participants directly for clarification. This is not generally pos-
sible with experiments. To be valid, the entire experiment may 
need to be run again if an error or omission occurs.

However, in rigorous lab research, as well as RCT experimental 
studies, researchers check for lack of balance, spillover effect-
s,124 and other unexpected issues in the randomisation process 
over the duration of the study. Researchers adjust or re-rando-
mise accordingly, where possible.

Other design threats to the internal validity of an RCT study 
include noncompliance in the treatment group(s), spillover 
effects that impact the control group, or participants who drop 
out of the study, which affects project outcomes and can lead 
to missing data in the final phase of evaluation.

Results may not reflect real life behaviours
The artificial nature of experiments can produce results that 
are unlikely to occur in real life. This can even be true of field 
experiments, even though they take place in real-life settings. 
It is not the case for natural experiments, since they are by 
definition the study of real-life behaviours.

One reason why experimental behaviour may not reflect 
real-life behaviour is that experimental subjects may be cons-
cious that they are being watched, and this may make them 
more likely to follow moral norms or make more rational 
decisions than in real life. This is known as the ‘Hawthorne 
Effect’.125 

The Hawthorne Effect changes depending upon whether your 
research participants are interacting with each other or not. 
Say that in a lab-based study each of your participants com-
pletes an experiment alone, entering responses anonymously 
on a computer. Their answers may be affected by what they 
think the researchers are looking for, but they are unlikely to 
be directly affected by peers, since their fellow participants are 
not observing their choices.

In contrast, lab-based experiments that require participants 
to interact with each other give rise to a number of methodo-
logical problems that have been closely observed and are well 
understood.126 In cases where participants are anonymously 
interacting with other participants, their decisions can be an-
ti-social: people will often act in their own benefit, not for the 
benefit of the group. 

In cases where interactions between participants are not 
anonymous, the same experiment can produce very different 
results, as people are often more likely to cooperate and be-
have generously when they have to interact directly. Overall, 
experimenters find that repeated interactions cause subjects 
to eventually start cooperating, and that their cooperation 
increases mutual benefit. This is also something we observe in 
the real world.

The degree to which lab-based experiments do or do not re-
flect real life behaviours can be mitigated to some extent by a 
careful design that considers these kinds of influences.
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It can be difficult to form a representative sample
Sometimes it is difficult to recruit participants that are repre-
sentative of a sample of the population under scrutiny. This is 
equally true for lab experiments and field experiments. This is 
partly because the resources required to run experiments are 
often limited, but also because it can be difficult to persuade 
people to take part in such studies, especially when they are 
required to travel to the site of the experiment.

One way of lessening recruitment issues is to offer monetary 
awards, but these can interfere with representativeness. Some 
behavioural economics experiments use financial incentives 
to attract participants, such as through playing games with 
real money. Students are often used because $1 usually means 
more to a student than to someone on a stable income, and so 
experiments can be run for less money.

However, students sometimes access the experiment several 
times to earn more money, even though this is against the 
rules. This undermines the fundamental assumption of the 
experiment and reduces its representativeness.

Another common method of recruiting subjects is to give 
study credit to college students who take part. While this is a 
great way to gain the required number of participants, it does 
not solve the problem of representativeness. This is particular-
ly the case for experiments carried out with so-called WEIRD 
subjects (Western, Educated, and from Industrialised, Rich, and 
Democratic countries).127 

Using a control group can eliminate this bias. If participants 
are distributed randomly between each group, then differences 
between results from each group will have nothing to do with 
them being students.

While moving a lab to the field can help offset some of these 
concerns, anyone wishing to perform a lab experiment is advi-
sed to read up on the many ways that biases can be introduced 
in real life settings.

LIMITATIONS SPECIFIC TO  
RANDOMISED CONTROLLED TRIALS
A number of issues specific to RCTs should be given particular 
attention when RCT experimental design is part of a research 
methodology. RCTs can be costly or require multiple studies 
in different places in order to provide persuasive results for 
service providers or policy circles. Practitioners of this method 
are often asked about the ethics of withholding information, 
resources, or services from a control group.

For those who do receive the treatment there is also the possi-
bility of ‘intervention fatigue’. This is especially true where the 
same study populations are targeted for multiple and frequent 
interventions because of where they are located or due to the 
kinds of services being rolled out.

Other kinds of tensions may be generated in treatment groups 
if interventions are perceived as yet more handouts or as in-
terference from powerful outsiders. And what happens after 
a study has finished? Long-term follow-up is not always pos-
sible, limiting study participants’ ability to give feedback, or 
researchers the opportunity to analyse impact over a longer 
period of time.

There are a number of ways to address these limitations 
within and outside the RCT research design. For instance, 
many RCTs phase in a particular product or service as part of 
the experimental design.128 The group that receives the in-
tervention at a later time serves as the control group for the 
treatment group in the first phase of the study.

In the case of financial products and services, there are legal, 
regulatory and consumer protection requirements regarding 
what information and services can be withheld or offered to 
some, but not all members/clients of a financial institution, as 
well as what incentives can be offered.

RCTs may also be supplemented by qualitative research, such 
as ethnography. Researchers can (individually or in partner-
ships) incorporate participatory fieldwork, multiple visits, and 
other forms of interaction into the study design. Because 
ethnography brings researchers into the daily spaces and 
concerns of research subjects, researchers’ assumptions about 
how things are working or not—and why—may be challenged 
and their conceptual categories unsettled.

These kinds of data are often missed in quantitative data col-
lection. They can yield crucial insights for understanding issues 
of reception and uptake, and the kinds of changing interrela-
tionships that are relevant to the intervention that is being 
tested in an RCT.

Figure 14
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Case Study 1
 
UNDERSTANDING RISK PREFERENCES  
AND TIME PREFERENCES
Risk and time are important topics in consumer finance. 
Whether people are risk-takers, risk-averse, or loss-averse 
impacts all kinds of decisions, including taking loans, buying 
insurance, and making investments. Consideration of time 
frames is just as important: financial planning involves thin-
king ahead, and how people perceive time is crucial for making 
good plans.

Less discussed is the fact that risk and time are intertwined. 
For researchers wanting to understand financial behaviour, it is 
crucial to be aware of how time can affect people’s judgement 
of risk.

Most studies of financial decision making over time, including 
prospect theory, claim that people are so geared towards the 
present that they will make decisions that are counter-produc-
tive in the longer term.

For example, say you are offered a choice between $100 now 
or $120 one week from now. The latter choice is generally the 
most rational, but many people choose to take the money now 
rather than wait. Why might this be the case? One reason why 
people make this decision might be that their assessment of 
their current needs and desires outweighs their assessment of 
their future needs and desires. This is called ‘present bias’.

The most famous experiment of this kind was the Stanford 
marshmallow experiment into delayed gratification in the late 
1960s and early 1970s. In this experiment, researchers gave 
children marshmallows and told them that they could eat it 
straight away, but if they waited for 15 minutes they would 
receive a second marshmallow. The researchers then left the 
room. A minority of participants ate their marshmallow imme-
diately.

In follow-up studies, the researchers found that children who 
waited had better life outcomes. However, the economists 
James Andreoni and Charles Sprenger ran a series of lab expe-
riments that contests this finding. They present their results 
in an article called ‘Risk preferences are not time preferences’ 
(2012).129 In this article they give an alternate explanation for 
why people might choose to take a smaller benefit now rather 
than a larger benefit in the near future.

Method
Andreoni and Sprenger ran experiments with 80 undergradua-
te students at the University of California, San Diego. Students 
participated in four experiments, which took an hour each. The 
researchers used a method called Convex Time Budgets (CTBs) 
in which participants allocated a budget of tokens towards 
receiving an early payment (in seven days’ time) and a later 
payment (in 28 or 56 days’ time).

The researchers varied the probability of payments being de-
livered and the interest paid on later payments. Participants 
had to choose between money sooner (to be delivered to them 
in a week) and money later (to be delivered to them in either 

28 or 56 days). Students also received a basic participation 
payment, of which half was delivered in the first payment and 
half in the second payment. Andreoni and Sprenger explain:

“For all payments involving uncertainty, a ten-sided die 
was rolled immediately after all decisions were made to 
determine whether the payments would be sent. Hence, 
p1 and p2 were immediately known, independent, and 
subjects were told that different random numbers would 
determine their sooner and later payments.”

An important part of research design was to minimise un-
certainty based on confounding variables, such as whether 
a payment would accidentally go missing. To achieve this, 
experimental participants were chosen from among students 
living on campus who had 24-hour access to locked personal 
mailboxes in their dorms.

The researchers took care to explain the process of payment 
delivery thoroughly so that students would be confident that 
they would receive their payments. In fact, a companion sur-
vey showed that students had 100% confidence that their 
payments would be delivered. So, it is reasonable to assume 
that confounding variables were limited, and the decisions that 
the students made during the experiment were not affected by 
extraneous influences.

A major advantage of this design is that it allowed the resear-
chers to test whether students made decisions based on risk 
or time: that is, were they failing to delay gratification, or were 
they taking risk into account?

Findings
Andreoni and Sprenger note that, according to discounted ex-
pected utility (DEU) models, participants should allocate their 
money according to relative risk, distributing the payment 
between the two delivery times:

“…if a sooner reward will be realized 100 percent of the 
time and a later reward will be realized 80 percent of the 
time, then intertemporal allocations should be identical 
to when these probabilities are 50 percent and 40 
percent, respectively.”

However, they found that their participants only behaved in 
this way under conditions of uncertainty. For example, when 
two options have the same degree of uncertainty (for example, 
a 50% chance of Payment 1 being delivered and a 50% chance 
of Payment 2 being delivered), then participants would allocate 
their payment between these two events.

When conditions were certain, participants behaved diffe-
rently. In fact, “85 percent of subjects violate common ratio 
predictions and do so in more than 80 percent of opportuni-
ties.” There was little consistency in how participants allocated 
the delivery of money under conditions of certainty, and they 
did not seem to prefer sooner payments.

Instead, it appears that people were responding to changing 
levels of risk. Andreoni and Sprenger point out that, for most 
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of us, the present is certain because it is already happening, 
while the future is risky because it is difficult to say what will 
happen. They say:

“Allais (1953, p. 530) argued that when two options are far 
from certain, individuals act effectively as expected utility 
maximizers, while when one option is certain and another 
is uncertain a ‘disproportionate preference’ for certainty 
prevails. This intuition may help to explain the frequent 
experimental finding of present-biased preferences when 
using monetary rewards ... That is, perhaps certainty, not 
intrinsic temptation, may be leading present payments to 
be disproportionately preferred.”

Hence people may not be biased towards the present at all, 
but are instead risk averse.

Applications
This case study has valuable implications for experimental 
design. In experiments, if you don’t control for the fact that 
the future looks more risky than the present, then people will 
make decisions that appear to be ‘present-biased’ when they 
are actually making a risk-averse decision.

For example, say you are one of the children in the famous 
Stanford marshmallow experiment. How do you know that the 
researchers will really give you another marshmallow? If you 
invest money, how do you know that it will pay off? The future 
is uncertain and anything could happen: a financial crisis may 
wipe out your investment or the marshmallow supply. People 
who are risk-averse may decide that it is better to take an 
immediate reward than to depend upon a bigger reward in the 
future.

Experiments like these have also been valuable in testing the 
validity of economic models. They have clear real-life impli-
cations in consumer finance, such as for understanding how 
people will be affected by time considerations, the risk of re-
ceiving or not receiving a payment, and the effect of interest 
rates.

Ethical issues
Many of the ethical issues that arise in lab experiments are 
the same as in all research involving human subjects. Psycho-
logical harm is the most common type of potential harm in 
non-medical research, that is, creating situations that lead 
to embarrassment or anxiety. Researchers can help to reduce 
harm by providing sufficient details of the study and giving 
participants the option to skip questions they are not comfor-
table with or to leave the study altogether.

Issues can also arise from the objectification of research parti-
cipants: treating them as merely research material rather than 
as human beings. Maintenance of privacy and confidentiality 
is another issue, and steps need to be taken to protect privacy 
during all phases of the research, including data collection, 
analysis, data storage, and the publication of the results.

Experiments also involve some considerations that are gene-
rally not present in other kinds of research.130 Experiments with 
human subjects depend upon isolating a variable that is tested 
under laboratory conditions. It may not be possible to tell 
participants exactly what the study is trying to test, because 
they may change their behaviour to fit in with the experiment, 
and this will render it invalid. This lack of information makes it 
difficult for participants to give informed consent.

Deception can also harm experimental research in a more ge-
neral sense, since it can erode trust and make people unwilling 
to volunteer for a study. Moreover, some researchers claim 
that it can alter participants’ behaviour in future studies, thus 
compromising results for other researchers.

Another issue with experiments on human subjects is that 
they often depend upon students to participate. Apart from 
the fact that students are not usually a representative sample 
of the population at large, there are also issues of coercion to 
consider. 

In cases where students are required to participate in experi-
ments as part of their course evaluation, or are offered extra 
credit, their choice to participate or not has essentially been 
removed. Moreover, paying students to participate can be pro-
blematic, given that poverty can drive people to accept options 
that they would otherwise reject.

Figure 15
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Case Study 2 
 
MICROFINANCE GAMES:  
GROUP LENDING  VERSUS  
INDIVIDUAL LENDING  IN PERU
Lab experiments do not have to be carried out in the head-
quarters of a company or organisation. They can be carried out 
in settings that resemble the ‘field’, so long as the researchers 
are able to control the experimental conditions to a satisfacto-
ry degree.

In the mid-2000s, a group of researchers working for the Fi-
nancial Access Initiative and Innovations for Poverty Action 
carried out ten microfinance games in an experimental econo-
mics laboratory in urban Peru.131 The resulting article by Xavier 
Giné, Pamela Jakiela, Dean Karlan, and Jonathan Morduch des-
cribes the experimental process and results.

Many microfinance agencies only engage in group lending, and 
not individual lending, because lending to a group significantly 
lowers the risk of making loans within low income commu-
nities. In group lending, individual borrowers guarantee each 
other’s loans. Rates of repayment are generally high, at around 
95%.

And yet the fact that group lending regularly out-performs in-
dividual lending is puzzling because group lending comes with 
problems of its own. For example, group lending is vulnerable 
to free riding because it is potentially easier for an individual 
to default against their group (who will cover for them) than 
against a bank. Whereas an individual who defaults runs the 
risk that the bank will not lend to them again, with group liabi-
lity it is easier to maintain access to loans.

Does joint liability really encourage such moral hazards? To 
find out, the researchers set up a series of experiments that 
explored the impact of individual and group lending mechanis-
ms on investment decisions. The purpose of these experiments 
was to show how liability affects whether people made risky or 
safe investments.

Method
The team set up a makeshift experimental economics lab in an 
empty room in a marketplace in urban Lima, Peru. They chose 
the location to attract participants whose profiles resembled 
those of microfinance customers.

The researchers recruited participants using two methods: 
employing delegates from the local association of micro-en-
trepreneurs to invite vendors to specific game sessions, and 
allowing participants to bring friends to subsequent experi-
mental sessions.

Over seven months, the team ran ten experimental games an 
average of 29 times each. The games consisted of multiple 
rounds of borrowing and repayment. The researchers observe 
that playing a sequence of games with the same individuals 
allowed them to control for individual’s risk preferences and 
assess the impact of each lending mechanism on risk-taking 
and loan repayment.

The researchers changed the variables in each of the ten 
games in order to assess the effects of different circumstances 
that mimic the actual conditions of microfinance programs. 
These included individual versus joint liability, dynamic in-
centives or no incentives, and the amount that players were 
allowed to communicate or to observe each other.

In each round of the games, the researchers explained the ru-
les in Spanish. The participants were given ‘loans’ of 100 points 
and were asked to invest their points into one of two projects: 
either a safe project with a certain return of 200 points, or a 
risky project that paid 600 points with a probability of one half. 
They were given game sheets on which to mark their choices. 
If a borrower’s project succeeded they would repay their loan, 
but if their project failed they would not be able to repay. At 
the end of each session, participants were paid a fee (in real 
money) for showing up and another fee for every treatment 
they had taken part in.

The researchers also conducted a census of the vendors in the 
market, which allowed them to compare their experimental 
group with the general market demographic and work out 
whether they were representative of this broader population.

Findings
The researchers found that subjects were more likely to make 
riskier investments when they had joint liability because, in the 
event that their investment failed, the other members of the 
group would look after their debt. They observe:

“Risk-taking broadly conforms to theoretical predictions, 
with dynamic incentives strongly reducing risk-taking 
even without group-based mechanisms. Group lending 
increases risk-taking, especially for risk-averse borrowers, 
but this is moderated when borrowers form their own 
groups. Group contracts benefit borrowers by creating 
implicit insurance against investment losses, but the 
costs are borne by other borrowers, especially the most 
risk averse.”

However, cutting off defaulting borrowers from future loans 
greatly reduced risk-taking behaviour. Based on their observa-
tions and the work of other researchers, the authors suggest 
that joint liability is not always necessary to maintain high 
repayment rates. They state:

“Given large enough incentives to avoid default, 
borrowers will choose safe projects and repay their 
loans.”

Hence it is not possible to conclude that joint liability is better 
than individual liability or vice versa. Rather, how each kind of 
loan structure affects repayment and risk-taking depends upon 
how the contracts are structured.
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Applications
Microfinance experiments have clear implications for poli-
cy, commercial operations, and the design of development 
programs. In fact, field-based lab experiments such as these 
have influenced microfinance institutions (MFIs), which are 
increasingly shifting towards individual liability loans with 
time-based incentive structures.

The researchers also point out that the question of whether 
contract structure inhibits risk-taking is important for policy 
development. Evidence suggests that most microfinance loans 
have a limited effect on the growth of businesses. If this is the 
case, perhaps contract structure could be altered in such a 
way that it encourages a level of risk-taking that is suitable for 
setting up a successful business.

Field-based lab experiments can be fruitfully combined with 
other methods to broaden their findings and applicability. 
Whereas the lab experiments in Peru demonstrate the effects 
of collective action on individual behaviour, ethnographic 
studies could describe the mechanisms by which collectives 
operate.

For example, anthropologist David Stoll’s research on debt in 
a Mayan town in Guatemala unravelled the puzzle of how an 
entire town became heavily indebted to lending institutions 
and to each other [see Case Study 2 in Ethnography]. Similarly, 
Caroline Schuster, in her ethnographic research on microfi-
nance in Paraguay, describes how joint liability loans, in which 
the entire group is responsible for paying back their debt, uses 
social relations as collateral in the absence of other viable 
forms of guarantee.132 

Ethical issues
Because this experiment is essentially a lab experiment that 
takes place in the field, the ethical issues it raises are largely 
the same as in the first case study in this section. However, the 
fact that it takes place in the field does raise some additional 
ethical issues.

To recruit participants, the researchers used a technique 
known as ‘snowballing’: asking participants to invite their con-
tacts to participate. Methodologically, non-random selection 
of participants did not pose a problem to the internal validity 
of the study. Ethically, snowball sampling can sometimes pose 
problems if people feel pressured to participate.

But here, as for all of the methodologies discussed in this Tool-
kit, Institutional Review Boards place special emphasis on the 
provision of information and the justification of which subjects 
are recruited to participate in a study. The researchers provi-
ded recruited participants with detailed information about the 
study and ensured that participants individually consented to 
participating in the research.

Case Study 3
 
RANDOMISED CONTROLLED TRIAL ON  
IMPROVING THE FINANCIAL CAPABILITY  
AND SAVINGS OF WOMEN IN INDIA
In research and policy circles, increasing attention is being 
directed at closing the still significant gap between women 
and men globally in terms of income, wealth, and access to 
formal financial services. Improved savings is a priority for 
many women and is of particular interest for consumer finance 
research.

Research shows that women are key actors in making finan-
cial decisions for the household.133 Women use much of their 
available income for household consumption, children’s school 
fees, and education, while also striving to put small amounts 
aside. But women often have limited power in allocating hus-
bands’ income or may struggle to safeguard what little they 
can save from the demands of husbands, family, and social 
networks.

Formal financial inclusion initiatives are using field-based 
experimental design and RCTs to test the impact of formal 
financial tools and products on women’s ability to channel 
savings. What is the relationship between the introduction of 
a new financial tool (such as a savings device) and improved 
savings?

IMTFI researchers Deepti Kc and Mudita Tiwari conducted 
a field-based experiment with poor women who were part 
of Self Help Groups (SHGs) in Bihar, eastern India, to test if a 
simple savings tool—a lock box and key—could improve poor 
women’s capacity to save. 134

Kc and Tiwari’s work on gender and financial literacy has 
spread across multiple projects that served in some respects 
as pilot studies for the case discussed here. In Mumbai they 
examined women’s practices of storing and hiding money 
using a variety of informal means. Women did not trust banks 
and often were unaware of the formal financial services or 
products available to them.

To address these issues, KC and Tiwari developed con-
text-specific financial education modules using a comic book 
story-telling format. Modules Illustrated financial concepts and 
scenarios of spending and saving, using characters and real life 
challenges that the women could relate to. 

The researchers then tested the financial literacy tools in New 
Delhi with migrant labourers. Both projects demonstrated the 
effectiveness of the financial education tools in women’s per-
ception of banks and their desire to save.

However, the women’s ability to meet savings goals was often 
limited due to their lack of a more formal saving device. This 
led KC and Tiwari to design a field-based experiment in Bihar 
to test if financial education, accompanied by an alternative 
savings tool, might positively impact women’s ability to build 
up savings.
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Method
Inspired by a randomised controlled trial in Kenya that introdu-
ced a lock box to women market vendors and male bicycle taxi 
drivers, KC and Tiwari set out to test the effectiveness of both 
financial education and savings tools beyond the question of 
bank access.135  They hypothesised that financial education was 
important, but insufficient if not accompanied by appropriate 
savings products.

The researchers incorporated quantitative and qualitative 
methods within the RCT design. The study population was 
randomly selected from seven villages in the Gaya district in 
the state of Bihar, eastern India, each of which had community 
SHGs (external validity). 

The majority of participants came from households depended 
primarily on non-agricultural labour, with agricultural labour, 
smallholder farming and government payments also repre-
senting sources of income. All of the women participated in 
SHGs, and 85% deposited savings with their groups. But wo-
men were only saving Rs 10, which was the minimum amount 
required for membership eligibility. With membership in the 
SHG, women were eligible for other benefits from government 
programs such as bank loans. Women were therefore saving in 
order to be part of the group.

A group of 203 women, all of whom belonged to socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged groups, were divided into four treatment 
groups and one control group (40 women each). Each received 
one of the following interventions:

Group A: (Control) No intervention.

Group B: Women received an alternative saving tool: a lock 
box and a key.

Group C: Women received financial literacy training.

Group D: Women were provided with a financial diary to 
track their expenses, but they were neither given any finan-
cial literacy training nor any alternative savings tool.

Group E: Women received financial training, a lock box and a 
key, as well as a financial diary.

The researchers hired women from the village to run the 
financial literacy training. It was important to the project de-
sign that instructors were women because gender dynamics 
played a significant role in the savings and literacy interven-
tions. Teachers also needed to be good instructors and able 
to build rapport with the women. The researchers spent ten 
days training the instructors in facilitating the financial literacy 
modules.

In order to understand how savings behaviour changed over 
time as a result of the treatment, the researchers designed 
the study around five key visits with the women over a three-
month period, with a two-week interval between each visit.

During the first visit, a baseline survey was created to collect 
data on important socioeconomic factors, such as savings 
strategies with informal and formal financial services, and 
the challenges the women experienced in their money ma-
nagement practices. Women were asked to provide a detailed 
account of savings sources and locations (including at home) 

and state their total amount of savings at the time of the in-
terview. SHGs were the most popular and important mode of 
saving, but many women also saved money at home.

The baseline survey was used to test relative differences bet-
ween the control and treatment groups. Each respondent was 
assigned a literacy score based on on-the-spot reading and 
quantitative tests. Out of a maximum score of 120, 11% of wo-
men achieved the highest score of 80, while over 50% scored 
0.

Women’s financial status was also given a score based on 
variables such as access to formal financial services, and their 
ability to make household financial decisions was given a sco-
re. During the randomisation process, statistical tests were 
performed on the scores and baseline data to ensure that 
there was no meaningful difference between the control and 
treatment groups. On the second visit each of the randomly 
selected groups received their assigned treatments.

The third visit included a mid-line survey to collect data. The 
fourth visit involved focus group discussions with the women. 
Women receiving the financial education treatment were te-
sted for understanding and retention of story content. Local 
language, locations, and situations in the modules illustrated 
realistic strategies for reducing spending on temptation goods 
and saving with SHGs and formal financial institutions.

For the final visit, after the intervention had been completed, 
the researchers collected data on women’s savings. Women 
were also asked how their use of the savings tools impacted 
spousal and household relationships, in order to understand 
how the use of formal and alternative financial tools were 
affecting women’s lives during the study.

Findings
The researchers found that women who were given the lock 
box with the key dramatically improved their savings. They 
also found that women who received the financial story-telling 
tools held improved attitudes towards savings.

Women with a higher literacy score were more likely to visit 
banks. Households that used formal financial channels showed 
more significant daily savings than households that relied on 
informal channels. While the savings tool led to increased sa-
vings, the financial training had a ripple effect because women 
often shared their new knowledge with their husbands and 
children.

Women experienced intra-household challenges to their sa-
vings practices during the time of the study. Over 60% of the 
women earned their own income, but often had little say over 
its use in the household. In general, husbands limited women’s 
decision-making power over finances and women devised nu-
merous strategies to hide and protect the money they saved.

During the time of the intervention, 50% of the women repor-
ted that husbands were not supportive of their participation in 
the study, and a small percentage reported domestic disputes. 
Of those who received the lock box, 19% hid it from their hus-
bands.

Follow-up visits tested the impact of the financial literacy trai-
ning for those women who received it. Additionally, survey and 
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interview methods were used to elicit responses on how the 
lock box and financial training influenced intra-household dy-
namics. Women’s financial literacy skills were re-tested at the 
end of the intervention and compared with the results from 
the original baseline scores from the first visit.

Results showed that the intervention increased household 
dialogue about the budget and spending decisions. Wo-
men shared their new knowledge of financial concepts and 
management with family members and friends. Using a re-
gression analysis, researchers also saw that for each additional 
unit of improvement in the financial literacy score there was 
an increase in savings (Rs.3 or USD $0.05).

Perceptions about formal financial institutions were also 
measured at each visit. At the beginning of the study only 42% 
of the participants felt that banks were customer-centric, with 
76% reporting this to be the case at the time of the fifth visit.

Women’s bi-weekly savings after receiving the treatment were 
recorded at the third and fifth visits. Each savings channel was 
noted, from savings hidden at home or deposited in banks, 
to SHGs, to the savings in the lock box. Of the 94% of women 
who received the lock box, 83% used it to save during the time 
of the study.

Notably, women who received only the lock box saw a percen-
tage increase in savings of 51%, with women receiving both 
the lock box and financial education experiencing a 42% incre-
ase. In contrast, the savings of the control group increased by 
only 1% and those receiving only financial education increased 
by 8%.

The study showed that financial education could have an im-
pact on its own and change attitudes about formal financial 
institutions. Yet, as KC qualified:

“Financial literacy alone is not enough without good 
teachers. The financial literacy training worked because 
teachers were well trained and women could identify 
with them.”136 

Moreover, the provision of a simple and appropriate savings 
tool was essential to improving women’s ability to save.

Applications
This study has important policy applications. RCTs are conside-
red to be the gold standard of research for measuring impact 
and evaluating outcomes. With a relatively limited budget and 
project duration, the RCT design allowed the researchers to 
isolate the impact of a simple financial tool that was appropri-
ate to the local context. 

The research insights also suggested a sustainable interim 
alternative to formal banking. Because this savings mechanism 
is low cost and low maintenance, it can help bridge the gap 
between informal and formal financial service options.

Isolating the effect of a financial tool on financial behaviour 
can often prove difficult when many variables are at play in 
influencing people’s adoption (or not) of a new product. Even 
more difficult to determine is how precisely financial literacy 
programs change knowledge and behaviour. 

For instance, even after learning about more cost effective 
means for remitting money, studies have often shown minimal 
impact of this changed awareness on a remitter’s choice of 
providers or use of services.137 

By building in different control groups for the financial edu-
cation training, the study showed the impact of financial 
education relative to the introduction of a savings tool. As in 
similar, but larger-scale, studies,138 the results show the impor-
tance of combining financial literacy initiatives with relevant 
savings or financial products to improve women’s access and 
help close the gender gap.

The financial literacy tools used in the study are based on 
qualitative research with the study’s participants. They are 
designed with the target audience’s lives and experiences in 
mind, and can be further modified and adapted based on the 
interactive engagement between the researchers and the stu-
dy population. 

The use and development of these stories enabled ongoing 
dialogue throughout all of the phases of the research with 
participants. This approach not only improved savings, but also 
changed perceptions over the relatively short duration of the 
study.

Field experiments that creatively combine RCTs with qualita-
tive, participatory methods over a longer time period, and with 
more resources, can help to sharpen the tools for understan-
ding the impact of financial consumer products. But, as this 
study shows, even with time and resource constraints, careful 
study design can go a long way in showing impact and trans-
forming circumstances on the ground.

Ethical Issues
The researchers noted that incorporating multiple visits into 
the study design was essential to building trust with the parti-
cipants. This was important because participation in the study 
intervention sometimes introduced tensions into the women’s 
households. Deepti Kc explained:

“Talking about money is always difficult. Why would I 
speak about my money with a stranger? With multiple 
visits, we were able to gain trust and women were more 
forthcoming about their money management practices 
and their savings.”139 

Multiple visits allowed the researchers to follow the women’s 
well-being in the study, in addition to building a more holistic 
understanding of their situation. Potential limitations include 
the challenges of following up with women over the longer 
term due to time and resource constraints.

Recently there have been increased calls for evaluating the 
concrete benefits of research to study subjects when conduc-
ting big data and RCT studies.140 Critics argue that the data 
collection process has become overly burdensome on partici-
pants who are treated not as participants, but as data sources 
to be mined for information while receiving little concrete 
benefit from the research.
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Deepti Kc notes that research into people’s finances and mo-
ney, research participants requires them to reveal intimate 
details about their personal wealth and well-being. She says:

“We need to be extremely careful and considerate. That 
is one reason why we decided to make five visits, rather 
than follow the standard three: baseline, intervention, 
and endline.”141

Deepti Kc emphasised that the village women they trained to 
facilitate the financial literacy intervention were essential to 
the successful impact of the intervention: “Financial training 
alone cannot do wonders without efficient and well trained 
teachers.”

By developing financial literacy and savings tools interactively 
with teachers and study participants, the researchers treated 
women as collaborators in producing the context-specific 
modules. Financial education about tracking expenditures, 
reducing spending on temptation goods, and using banking 
services was a form of expertise sharing and ‘giving back’ that 
the researchers and village teachers, and in turn, study partici-
pants, shared with family and friends in the community.

More about the method

Experimental Economics: Rethinking the Rules by Nick 
Bardsley et al. (2010, Princeton University Press)

Laboratory Experiments in the Social Sciences edited by 
Murray Webster and Jane Sell (2007, Academic Press)

Evaluating Financial Products and Services in the US: A 
Toolkit for Running Randomized Controlled Trials (2015, 
Innovations for Poverty Action)

Field Experiments and Their Critics: Essays on the Uses and 
Abuses of Experimentation in the Social Sciences by Dawn 
Langan Teele (2014, Yale University Press)

Natural Experiments in the Social Sciences: A Design-Based 
Approach by Thad Dunning (2012, Cambridge University 
Press)

Running Randomized Evaluations: A Practical Guide by 
Rachel Glennerster and Kudzai Takavarasha (2013, Prince-
ton University Press)

Figure 16
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“In consumer finance research, ethical issues 
can be particularly difficult to navigate. 
For these (and many other) reasons, it is 
important to consider ethical issues at the 
outset of research design.”

Figure 17 
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RESEARCH ETHICS
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Designing research that is sensitive to ethical issues can be 
tricky. In consumer finance research, ethical issues can be 
particularly difficult to navigate. Most people consider money 
to be a private matter, and sharing your personal financial 
information with other people can be both embarrassing and 
dangerous.

People may be ashamed to reveal the state of their finances 
to a stranger, or they may worry that their financial infor-
mation will be leaked to neighbours, government officials, or 
companies. Millions of people depend upon accessing financial 
services such as credit and insurance, and the release of per-
sonal data can potentially affect their ability to access those 
services.

For these (and many other) reasons, it is important to consider 
ethical issues at the outset of research design. Academic in-
stitutions and US Federal regulations require human subjects 
review and clearance, as well as training of research staff in 
human subjects protection, before data collection can begin.

Ethical issues vary depending upon who will be included as 
research subjects in the study. Are these adults who can provi-
de informed consent, or are they people who are considered to 
be ‘at-risk populations’ such as children or the elderly? Ethical 
considerations inform which methods are used, how they are 
applied, who applies them, and what the research will be used 
for.

Ethical guidelines and the review process vary depending on 
whether the research is done by a commercial, non-profit, go-
vernment, or academic institution, since each of these bodies 
will carry out and apply research in different ways.

However, many considerations are common to all research. 
Procedures for informed consent, privacy, psychological com-
fort, data storage, and data sharing are just some of these 
common considerations.

Researchers also need to consider how they are affected by re-
gulations. For example, the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) affects not only research carried out by researchers in 
the European Union; it applies to any research done with sub-
jects who are resident in the EU, no matter where in the world 
the data is collected and analysed.

In this section we review the main ethical issues that affect 
consumer finance research and suggest ways to build ethical 
considerations into the research design. Every research project 
will generate a different set of ethical issues. Methods, topics, 
participants, researchers, and contexts all vary, so for every 
project we design we need to think through the risks and is-
sues we may encounter.

Beginning with basic principles of consent, privacy, benefit, 
and equity is a good way to start. From there you can build up 
an ethical approach that is relevant to your unique research 
project. And, if in doubt, ask an ethics expert.

ETHICS IN FINANCE RESEARCH
The case studies presented later in this toolkit illustrate a wide 
range ethical issues that arise in consumer finance research. 
Here we give a few examples to provide you with a sense of 
how they can play out in practice.

Consent
In the Ethnography section of this Toolkit, our case study of 
Woldmarian F. Mesfin’s research in an Ethiopian marketplace 
discusses the important issue of consent [see Case Study 1] 
Mesfin’s research shows how consent is about far more than 
reading a project description and signing a consent form. 

Mesfin describes how his research participants were so-
metimes ashamed of how little money they had, and were 
uncomfortable talking with him about their financial habits. 
He took the time to get to know people so that they would 
not feel pressured to give him information, and instead could 
agree to participate when they felt comfortable.

Taylor and Horst had a similar experience in Haiti [see Case 
Study 2 in Object-Centred Methods]. They explain how they 
interviewed Haitians about the things they carried with them 
as they went about their everyday lives. This helped them to 
learn how financial practices occur in everyday life. 

As well as asking participants to sign consent forms, they 
sought permission to film and photograph the interviews. 
Taylor and Horst provided a way for interviewees to choose 
different levels of consent. Participants had the option to 
choose not to be filmed at all, to just have their hands filmed 
as they interacted with the objects they were discussing, or to 
also have their faces recorded.

Data protection
Data protection is always a tricky issue. Jofish Kaye’s study 
shows that data protection can’t always wait until after data 
collection is finished [see Case Study 1 in Object-Centred Me-
thods]. Kaye began the process of data anonymisation during 
interviews by excluding personal and unnecessary information. 
When interviewees showed them their financial spreadsheets 
on their computers, the researchers placed sticky notes over 
information such as names, account numbers, and bank ba-
lances before taking photographs. This saved them from a 
time-consuming and risky process of anonymising data later.

Data protection can be more complicated for some studies 
than for others. When projects involve a large number of rese-
archers and participants, it is more difficult to ensure that data 
is adequately anonymised and protected. For example, financi-
al diary studies carried out by several researchers can be more 
risky than a study carried out by just one person, because the-
re are more ways that data can be accidentally leaked.

Privacy
Digital research can produce a variety of challenges around 
privacy. Tom Boellstorff reports that one big issue he encoun-
tered in his research on payments in Indonesia is that some 
researchers think that because something is online it is not 
‘real’ and so you don’t have to protect people’s identities [see 
Case Study 2 in Digital Research]. 
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Additionally, although online fora and social media are techni-
cally public, people post online as though the things they say 
are semi-private. Researchers need to respect this and anony-
mise people when they use or publish this kind of data.

Privacy protection was a major ethical issue in a study of Bit-
coin carried out by Sarah Meiklejohn and colleagues [see Case 
Study 1 in Digital Research]. The researchers wanted to identify 
the extent to which Bitcoin lives up to its promise of pseu-
do-anonymity and to investigate how people’s use of Bitcoin 
has changed over time. 

To protect users’ privacy, the researchers designed the study 
so that they would identify known service providers, but not 
individuals. By limiting their analysis to known service provi-
ders, and focusing on flows of Bitcoins rather than individuals’ 
transactions, the researchers largely avoided issues of indivi-
dual privacy and consent.

Benefits to participants
David Stoll’s ethnographic research on debt in Guatemala 
highlights an ethical issue with respect to the benefits of the 
study for participants [see Case Study 2 in Ethnography]. Since 
most of his respondents were both poor and heavily in debt, 
he felt that it would be unfair if his research did not help them 
directly. 

Stoll could not give his participants money, since it would both 
compromise the study and rapidly deplete his own resources. 
Instead, he tried to lend assistance by sharing his knowledge 
about community debt with organisations and policy-making 
bodies working on issues relevant to the community.

Experimental methods, especially RCTs, also raise important 
questions about how to balance the requirements for study 
design with the benefits to research participants. When con-
trol groups do not receive a particular service or product that 
is given to treatment groups, how can researchers address 
the principles of justice or fair treatment for all involved in a 
study?

As Deepti Kc and Mudita Tiwari’s study of a village in Kenya 
demonstrates [see Case Study 3 in Experiments], a number of 
local women were given training to assist in the delivery of the 
intervention–financial literacy modules. 

By incorporating capacity-building into their research design, 
the researchers helped the women to share their knowledge 
beyond the treatment groups once the study had been com-
pleted. This is one way in which experimental research can 
contribute to the community broadly.

RESEARCH WITH HUMAN SUBJECTS
Possibly the most influential ethical code in human subjects 
ethics is The Belmont Report, a United States Government gui-
de that has become a reference for institutional review boards 
(IRBs) in the United States. 

The move to develop codes for the protection of human 
subjects came about in response to inhumane biomedical ex-
periments on human subjects during the Second World War 
and studies such as the Tuskegee syphilis experiment (1932-

1972), which was conducted without the knowledge or consent 
of research subjects. Ethical guidelines for protection have 
since been extended to include all forms of medical, behaviou-
ral and social scientific research.

The Belmont Report outlines three key principles in research 
with human subjects:

1. Respect for persons: Researchers must respect people’s 
autonomy, treat them with courtesy, seek informed con-
sent, be truthful, and conduct no deception.

2. Beneficence: The research should generate the maxi-
mum of social benefits possible, while minimizing harm 
to human subjects.

3. Justice: Researchers must ensure that research is carried 
out fairly and in a non-exploitative manner.

 
In practice, these principles can be met through ensuring par-
ticipants’ safety (physical and psychological), gaining informed 
consent from each participant, protecting subjects’ privacy 
and confidentiality, undertaking risk management, and gaining 
approval from an authorised oversight body (such as an IRB).

The rules and procedures of local IRBs or other types of review 
boards will vary. Depending on the project, data to be collec-
ted, and level of risk to research participants, different types of 
review apply: exempt, expedited, or full review.142  

The project time line should therefore include sufficient time 
for the review process. Once a study has received IRB approval, 
there is an ongoing process of continuing review until the pro-
ject is formally closed.

As a rule of thumb, the following kinds of materials are sub-
mitted to review boards for clearance before the research 
begins:

 y Timeline for research. This should include time for review 
and research clearance.

 y Study purpose. What is the purpose of the study? Who 
will be included in the study and why? What are research 
subjects being asked to do and why? What risks and 
benefits will accrue to study participants, as well as to 
other kinds of stakeholders?

 y Research instruments. These may include questionnaires, 
interview guides, survey instruments, and other forms of 
data collection. Questionnaires and survey instruments 
should be planned carefully to think through the implica-
tions of what questions are asked and of whom, among 
other considerations. Research tools, such as question-
naires, can and should be adjusted in the field, where 
possible, when unexpected issues must be addressed or 
new developments arise.

 y Consent forms. Consent forms should reflect research 
tools and study purpose. They should be written in clear 
language that participants are able to understand. These 
are typically short forms that outline the purpose and 
procedures for the study. Depending on the project, 
research participants will give signed or verbal consent. 
Forms should include the name and contact informati-
on of the principle investigator(s) and how they can be 
contacted when/if research subjects have questions or 
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concerns. Consent forms should always make clear that 
participation in the study is voluntary; research partici-
pants can choose to leave a study at any time.

 y Plan for data protection, storage, and use. Who is res-
ponsible for data integrity and who will have access? 
How will identity and privacy be protected? What pro-
tection and level of anonymity can be guaranteed? What 
kinds of data will be kept, for how long, and how will the 
data be safely archived or destroyed, during the study 
and after the it ends?

 y Dissemination of research results. Who will the research 
results be shared with? How and when will study results 
be shared with participants, research partners, and key 
stakeholders? Will they be given the opportunity to re-
view and comment on the study’s findings via follow-up 
visits, focus group discussions, or sharing study results 
prior to publication?

 
The best way to begin to learn about ethical practices for re-
search with human subjects is to review some of the literature 
on the subject. Plenty of material is available online, such as 
the guidelines published on Forum: Qualitative Social Research. 
These can give you a general idea of the issues you may en-
counter.

RESEARCH WITHOUT HUMAN SUBJECTS
Research that does not involve human subjects directly can 
also be controversial when it comes to ethics. There is a lot of 
enthusiasm around the potential of ‘big data’ to create new 
knowledge that is beneficial to humanity. The rationale is that 
the benefits gained from creating new knowledge through 
data outweigh the risk of harming participants. This only 
holds, however, if individuals’ privacy is protected through 
proper anonymisation and protection of data. It can also be 
challenging to manage data in ways that take individuals’ pri-
vacy, protection, and consent into account.

Privacy issues are especially complex, since a great deal of data 
is collected without people’s informed consent. For example, 
central banks and other financial institutions commonly use 
bank data to analyse socioeconomic trends, such as changes 
in the supply of credit or consumers’ use of different payment 
mechanisms.143 Credit card and mobile phone usage data col-
lected by providers or financial institutions reach even deeper 
into the intimate realm of people’s lives.

Moreover, data sets are often shared, especially with the cur-
rent trend towards open access data. Sharing data promises 
significant social benefits, such as lowering the costs of data 
collection and increasing the size and quality of data sets. 
However, sharing data sets makes it impossible for consumers 
to give consent for all uses of their data, as required under the 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) of the European 
Union.

“Informed consent” doesn’t just mean that an individual has 
ticked a box or signed a consent form. Research participants 
should be aware of what the research involves and how it will 
be used. In other words, they need enough information to 
make an informed decision. 

Paying individuals for their data can also give rise to thorny 
ethical issues, since this strategy tends to attract research par-
ticipants who would not have agreed to be part of the study if 
they did not need the money.

Researchers and professional associations are responding 
to these kinds of issues by developing ethical codes and gui-
delines for digital research. For example, the Data Science 
Association has produced the Data Science Code of Professio-
nal Conduct to help researchers think through ethical issues.

Various specialised books now exist on the subject, such as The 
Ethics of Big Data: Ethical Reasoning in Socio-Technical Infor-
matics. But the issues are complex and are likely to become 
more so in the future. While it is crucial that researchers plan-
ning digital studies are up-to-date on current ethical practices 
and standards, it is equally important that regulators act to 
protect consumer rights.

DISSEMINATION AND KNOWLEDGE-SHARING
One great way to show respect for research participants is to 
share your research study’s preliminary findings and planned 
publications with them.

Researchers can include a phase at the end of a project to hold 
knowledge-sharing workshops or focus group discussions with 
key informants and clients to share study results. Researchers 
present their main arguments and conclusions and ask for 
feedback from informants who have the opportunity to share 
their opinions on the research findings.

 As well as helping researchers to verify their study’s findings 
with research participants, this is also a way of giving some-
thing back to participants and helping them feel that their 
contribution was valuable.

ETHICS SUPPORT FOR PROFESSIONALS
Even without an institutional affiliation, a number of options 
for training are available on research with human subjects 
and the responsible conduct of research. For example, the 
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) and the NIH 
Human Subjects Protection Training offer basic online training 
or tutorials. 

Several independent non-academic IRBs offer training, as-
sistance, and services for biomedical, educational, consulting 
and other types of research with human subjects. Professional 
marketing associations have also developed ethical codes of 
conduct for conducting marketing research with human sub-
jects, from interview and survey research to the controversial 
‘mystery shopping’.

When it comes time to design your project, there are hundreds 
of books that you may find useful. Some of these are general, 
such as Mark Israel’s book Research Ethics and Integrity for So-
cial Scientists. Others are specialist, such as Readings in Virtual 
Research Ethics: Issues and Controversies, a collection edited 
by Elizabeth A. Buchanan. 
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Another great resource is the Ethnographic Praxis in Industry 
Community (EPIC), whose mission involves “providing prac-
titioners, businesses, and partner organisations with access 
to practical ethnographic expertise from around the world.” 
EPIC offers a variety of resources on ethics as well as research 
design.

Of course, one of the best ways to get familiar with ethics is 
to learn from other researcher’s experiences. If in doubt about 
sensitive issues in research with human subjects, consult a 
specialist.

ETHICAL CODES AND REVIEW BOARDS
Ethical codes are developed to protect the autonomy, safety, 
privacy, and welfare of human subjects. Ethical issues arise 
regardless of whether researchers interact with human sub-
jects directly (e.g., in interviews) or indirectly (e.g., statistical 
analysis of a database). The methods of data access differ, but 
the general principles remain the same.

Fortunately, these days there is plenty of advice available 
online on how to design ethical research, receive training in 
human subjects protection, and be aware of the institutional, 
legal, and regulatory requirements for research with human 
subjects.

Many researchers, especially within universities, can call on 
official bodies for practical guidance. In most countries, uni-
versities have their own review process that is carried out by 
a dedicated board, often called an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) or an ethics committee. Each university will have a web 
page to tell you how these boards work. They are required to 
adhere to national legislation and protocols. In companies and 
NGOs, ethics oversight tends to be specific to the organisation.  

More about ethics

Research Ethics and Integrity for Social Scientists: Beyond 
Regulatory Compliance by Mark Israel (2014, SAGE)

The Belmont Report: Ethical Principles and Guidelines for 
the Protection of Human Subjects of Research (1978, The 
National Commission for the Protection of Human Sub-
jects of Biomedical and Behavioural Research)

‘Confidentiality and informed consent: Issues for consi-
deration in the preservation of and provision of access to 
qualitative data archives’ by Louise Corti, Annette Day and 
Gill Backhouse (2000, Forum: Qualitative Social Research 
1(3)).

CASRO Code of Standards and Ethics

MRA Code of Marketing Research Standards

Data Science Code of Professional Conduct, Data Science 
Association
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