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Reaching nearly 100,000 of Uganda’s senior and vulnerable citizens, SAGE has demonstrated 
the need for tenacity and flexibility as it works to create a transparent and efficient social 
protection system in a country with limited payment infrastructure that is prone to a lack  
of transparency and leakage.

To create a national safety net policy, 
Uganda pilots a cash transfer program  
for seniors and vulnerable families
The Social Assistance Grants for Empowerment 
(SAGE) program is the Government of Uganda’s 
first major cash transfer initiative. Managed by the 
Expanding Social Protection agency (ESP), which 
is part of the Ministry of Gender, Labor and Social 
Development, the program pays senior citizens and 
vulnerable families through MTN - Uganda’s leading 
mobile money platform. As a five-year pilot, SAGE’s 
primary objective is to study the feasibility and 
impact of large-scale social transfers to guide the 
potential creation of a permanent social safety net. 
Gradually rolling out to 14 districts, SAGE has already 
reached nearly 100,000 recipients and expects to 
reach around 600,000 people in approximately 
100,000 households by 2015.

Table 1  SAGE Overview

Target Population(s) Elderly and vulnerable households.

Requirements to 
Register for the Grant

Senior Citizen Grants—Ugandan citizens 65 years 
and older (regardless of income level) who have 
been resident of a program area for at least 1 year 
at the time of targeting.
Vulnerable Family Grants—Ugandan citizens with a 
vulnerability score above the eligibility threshold.

Conditionality None.

Average Amount / 
Grant Paid

UGX 25,000 (US$9.90) when monthly, or 
UGX 50,000 (US$19.80) when bimonthly.

Payment Frequency Monthly and bimonthly, moving to bimonthly only.

Payment Period and 
Duration 

Up to 3 pay points per sub county. All payments in a 
sub county are completed within the first 5 working 
days of the month. Individual pay points are usually 
open for 1–3 days.

Duration of Program
Pilot phase began in 2011 and is scheduled to end 
in 2015, although program is expected to become 
permanent and scale up nationally, subject to financing.

Number of Grants 
Paid / Cycle

95,000, moving to 50,000 per cycle when program 
moves to bimonthly payments.

Total Number of 
Recipients 95,000
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Key drivers behind the choice to deliver 
payments electronically 
The ultimate objective of SAGE is to “generate 
evidence for national policymaking.” Specifically, 
ESP plans to scale the program to a national level, 
eventually creating a sustainable social welfare system 
in Uganda that is supported by a national social 
policy. To get there, ESP designed the SAGE payment 
program with several core characteristics: reliability, 
cost-effectiveness, accessibility, transparency, 
scalability and financial inclusion. Acknowledging 
that leakages and a lack of transparency typify many 
aspects of the Ugandan economy, the program 
sought to prove that an e-payment system could be 
transparent and largely impervious to leakage.

The SAGE Program’s Top Reasons for 
Using E-Payments

• Minimize Leakage. Have an electronic 
platform so the program can track inflows 
and outflows. Minimizes, though does not 
eliminate entirely, the risk of leakage inherent 
in cash payments. 

• Required by Policy or Mandate. Considering 
the long-term viability of the program and 
the long-term impacts desired from formal 
financial inclusion, the program never 
considered a manual payment system as part 
of its design, as it would not be sustainable 
when the program scaled nationally.

• Transfer Risk / Management Load (onto 
payment service provider [PSP]). The 
program wanted a system that placed the 
burden and liability of managing payments 
fell more on the PSP rather than the program.

While aiming for financial inclusion, 
challenges led to a focus on transparency 
and efficiency
With few viable e-payment options available, the 
program turned to mobile network operator MTN to 
devise a new payment solution. Given MTN’s limited 
network coverage in SAGE target areas, it provides 
either electronic or manual, i.e., cash payments, 
depending on network availability. Recipients largely 
receive their payments on time in an electronic,  
SIM-linked account, which are deployed at 390 pay 
points throughout Uganda. The e-payment is 
delivered through a SIM-embedded card that MTN 
agents then insert into portable pay phones.

The SAGE Secretariat at the ESP program launched 
the pilot with lofty ambitions of being a financially 
inclusive e-payment system. When the realities 
of Uganda’s underdeveloped communications 
and financial infrastructure set in, the program 
staff adjusted their objectives down to the basics: 
they wanted an electronic system that provides 
transparency and easy fund management. Some of 
these challenges included:

• Lack of mobile money network coverage and 
agent spread

• The agents’ control over entering the PIN and 
operating the phone

• The limited time window within which to 
withdraw payments

• The lack of sufficient recipient training



Table 2  Comparison of MTN 
Uganda’s Electronic and Manual 
Payment Methods

Payment Program 
Detail Electronic Manual 

Current Payment 
Service Provider(s) MTN Uganda Ltd. MTN 

Uganda Ltd.

Name of Associated 
Payment Service / 
Product

MTN Mobile Moneya. Cash.

Year PSP Began 
Involvement 2011 Same.

Fees Paid by Program 
to Provider

4.63% of monthly transfer value; 
when payment frequency reduces 
to bi-monthly, fee decreased to 
3.43% of transfer value.

Same.

Pay Points

Up to 390 pay points managed by 
a small number of large Mobile 
Money “master-agents” who 
either deliver payments directly or 
subcontract to smaller agents.

Same.

Payment Instrument 
A SIM card but not in a mobile 
phone. SIM is used to access public 
call boxes.

SAGE 
registration 
card.

Payment Device Equatel public telephone. N / A.

Authentication Process SIM, national or resident’s ID 
and PIN.

ID and 
registration 
card.

Reconciliation Process Electronic where mobile network 
available. Manual where not. Manual.

Financial Inclusion / 
Store of Value

Store of value possible on SIM 
card. No.

a.  The SAGE program refers to the payment service as “mobile money,” though it is not MTN’s 
commercial mobile money product.

UNIQUE ELEMENTS OF SAGE’S 
PAYMENT DESIGN

• Policy Pilot. The SAGE pilot is a proof-of-
concept experiment to make the case for a 
universal social security system in Uganda. 
Politics and the political economy have 
influenced the design and decision-making at 
strategic and operational levels. The program 
has to balance building a system that works 
for the pilot with building the institutions and 
buy-in to roll out a universal system.

• Available Options. SAGE had very few 
e-payment options when it began. Receiving 
five bids during tender, only three were 
considered potentially viable. Originally, the 
program design team considered an approach 
that employed a bank-linked point-of-sale 
(POS) solution using biometric identification 
for enrollment. Yet the financial infrastructure 
in the country could not support the proposal 
without substantial cost; Uganda has a limited 
availability of POS terminals (three for every 
100,000 adults in 2011) and poor mobile and 
Internet network coverage. 

• Target Populations. SAGE targets the 
chronically poor and vulnerable households 
through two different grants, the Senior 
Citizens Grant and the Vulnerable Families 
Grant. Field staff have reportedly adjusted 
payment program operations to meet 
the capacities of the elderly, largely in 
rural populations.

Despite the program’s challenges, interviews with 
recipients revealed that both e-payment and manual 
payment recipients enjoy the speed and efficiency 
with which they receive their on-time payments. 
Manual payment recipients automatically receive the 
full value of their payment each pay period, while 
most e-payment recipients also elect to withdraw 
their full amount on the pay-out date, although they 
could save some funds in their account.



SAGE Design & Implementation Timeline

2000 2010 2011 2012 2013

2000s
Government of Uganda 
(GoU) created a social 
development sector 
and plan, and began 

promoting social 
development through 
the formation of an 
intergovernmental 

technical committee and 
study tours to countries 
that are implementing 

social protection 
strategies.

June 2010
Maxwell Stamp,

SAGE program manager, 
arrived to oversee 
program setup and 
implementation.

August 2011
After a lengthy bid 

process during which five
PSPs submitted bids,

SAGE selected
MTN as its PSP.

September 2011
SAGE made first
MTN payments.

October 2012
Faulty cards caused major 

backlog of payments.

June 2013
Agent involved in

SAGE payments was held 
up, resulting in

2- month suspension of all 
manual payments.

November 2010
SAGE launched 

procurement process.

2011
The program began with 

a six- month pre-pilot 
phase in

2010, testing
MTN’s mobile money 

product for payments in 
three districts.

September 2012
SAGE made first manual 

payments.

January–June
2013

MTN management 
restructured.

April 2011–February 2015
GoU gradually rolls out the pilot phase to 14 districts, expecting to reach 95,000 households.

SAGE is reaching nearly 

100,000 recipients 
who receive their payments in an 
electronic, SIM-linked account, 

deployed at 390 pay points 
throughout Uganda.



Lessons for Better Than Cash Alliance Members
The experience of the SAGE program in Uganda delivers several key lessons that are applicable to other 
governments or organizations looking to electronify cash transfer programs.

1 Determine the country’s readiness 
for electronic payments and tailor a 
program accordingly. Because of limited 

payments infrastructure in Uganda, SAGE could not 
initially create the e-payment system as envisioned. 
The financial and mobile network infrastructure is 
limited and so too was the viability of most proposed 
payment methods for SAGE. Conducting a rigorous 
and technically informed procurement process will 
help ensure that the actual costs and implications 
of any models being proposed by the various 
bidders are thoroughly evaluated. SAGE leadership 
emphasized the importance of partnering with MTN 
rather than outsourcing to or buying an off-the-shelf 
commercial product from the company. MTN is now 
working to develop its mobile money system to serve 
SAGE recipients and to address network issues. 

2Be flexible and responsive. Through 
a design and implementation process 
rich in detail but rattled by false starts, 

roadblocks and unforeseen challenges at the MTN 
and government levels, SAGE staff and partners 
continually adjusted their approach based on 
emerging realities. 

3Consider payment service provider 
capacities and motivations. Particularly 
in low-income or low-infrastructure contexts, 

the payment partner may lack the capacity to 
play the role initially needed or envisioned by the 
government. The division of labor between the 
program and its partner may need to be negotiated 
and evolve over time. Additionally, the provider’s 
motivation for partnering with the government will 
influence not only its roles and responsibilities, but 
also its performance and dedication over time. 

4Consider recipient financial 
capabilities when managing 
transactions. Recipient feedback 

suggests that agent efforts to serve all 
recipients as quickly as possible may 
compromise recipients’ own use of the 
electronic payment method. Specifically, 
recipients explained that they hand 

over their SIM cards to the agents, who enter the 
generically generated default PINs. The integrity of 
the process thus rests on preventing fraud among 
the agents and the local government staff who 
oversee payments, as well as recipients’ knowledge 
of their rights with appropriate recourse mechanisms. 
Allowing recipients to use the default PIN further 
undermines any message about the importance of a 
PIN. In considering the sustainability of the payment 
program, the ownership and capacities of recipients 
to effectively transact in the program become critical. 

5Leverage pilots to build buy-in and 
support. SAGE is acutely aware of the fragile 
state of the pilot; it was launched without 

universal political buy-in and its future rests in the 
government’s decision of whether or not to support 
its establishment as a permanent social security 
system in the country. The program used the pilot as 
an opportunity to build buy-in; including marketing 
effectively, involving and training local government 
officials, and helping officials benefit from the 
program’s popularity. They also co-branded with MTN 
to increase performance pressure on the company. 

6Ensure the whole program’s 
commitment to e-payments. Among 
local staff and partners, support of e-payments 

weakened over time as manual payments were 
often “quicker and easier” given the infrastructure 
challenges. While the manual payment system has 
been necessary for SAGE as it resolves kinks in the 
e-payment process, e-payments are necessary in 
the long run for a transparent and efficient social 
protection system in an environment prone to lack  
of transparency and leakage. 



To learn more, visit www.betterthancash.org and follow @BetterThan_Cash.

About the Better Than Cash Alliance

The Better Than Cash Alliance is an alliance of governments, private sector 
and development organizations committed to accelerating the shift from 
cash to electronic payments. The Better Than Cash Alliance is funded by  
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Citi, Ford Foundation, MasterCard, 
Omidyar Network, USAID and Visa Inc. The UN Capital Development Fund 
serves as the secretariat.
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