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According to a report by GSMA, it is 

expected that by 2025, 75% of Latin 

America’s population will subscribe to 

mobile services, closing the gap with 

the average for developed markets, 

which stands at 87%. 1  Improving 

mobile penetration presents a sizeable 

opportunity for this region, especially 

in parts that have lagged behind in 

infrastructure development and access to 

information and services. A spectrum of 

opportunities will surface for participants 

in this growing digital ecosystem, 

including for application (app) creators 

and providers, online marketplaces, 

telecom carriers, digital media companies, 

retailers and payment service providers. 

We at DOCOMO Digital are pleased 

to present this new report to better 

understand the nuances of the digital 

economy in Latin America, and how 

companies from across these segments 

can be a part of this region’s growth story.

L AT I N  A M E R I C A
T H E  M A C R O  L E N S

The digital economy in Latin America is a story in two 
parts. On the one hand, there has been a surge in the 
number of smartphone users and in mobile broadband 
penetration, which provide the basic foundation of any 
digital economy. Yet, on the other, there are several 
challenges stemming from the paucity of quality digital 
infrastructure, and weak or inadequate regulatory 
frameworks. How governments can address these 
challenges and facilitate the smooth functioning and 
growth of the digital economy will determine whether 
it can reach its full potential. 

Latin America (including the Caribbean) had 442m 
unique mobile subscribers by mid-2018, accounting for 
two-thirds of the continent’s population.2 This number 
is expected to continue growing strongly in the years 
to come, albeit at diff erent rates across diff erent 
markets, and the region is forecast to contribute 10% 
of all new subscribers globally between now and 2025. 

1  GSMA Intelligence. The Mobile Economy: Latin America and the Caribbean 2018 Report

2    Ibid

3 Worldpay. Global Payments Report 2018

4 GSMA Intelligence. The Mobile Economy: Latin America and the Caribbean 2018 Report

The significant increase in the number of subscribers 
will be largely driven by major markets such as Brazil, 
Mexico and Colombia, which have penetration levels 
close to the regional average. 

The same report estimates that in value-added terms, 
by 2022, mobile usage alone will contribute US$330bn 
to Latin America’s economic value added, or 5.2% of 
the region’s GDP – up from US$280bn in 2017, or 5% 
of GDP. This means that mobile usage will not only 
contribute more to regional GDP, it will also contribute 
a larger share to the growth in GDP, demonstrating its 
increasing importance as a growth driver. 

Separately, the continent’s e-commerce market 
is forecast to reach US$94bn in 2022, increasing 
substantially from US$61bn in 2018, witnessing more 
rapid growth than in any other part of the world.3 In 
fact, Argentina and Colombia are among the fastest 
growing e-commerce markets globally. Across the 
region, credit cards are the most common payment 

mode for online purchases, but only for now, as 
the popularity of e-wallets is on the rise, increasing 
particularly sharply in Argentina and Brazil.

The proliferation of mobile and internet usage has 
allowed for various ecosystems such as e-commerce, 
digital payments, online gaming and other digital 
media consumption to flourish. Recognising the 
importance – and potential – of the digital economy, 
governments in the region have initiated programs to 
encourage and support it, and there is considerable 
opportunity to be tapped into. Steady economic 
growth coupled with a growing middle class, and 
increasing mobile and internet access is setting the 
stage for a surge in the digital economy. The number 
of mobile internet subscribers in the region reached 
323m at the end of 2017, an increase of 47m from 2015. 
And by 2025, another 130m people are expected to 
come online, the majority of them connecting via high-
speed mobile broadband networks.4
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Several technological developments that have been 
announced can take digital access to a whole new level. 
Amazon has recently announced plans to launch over 3,000 
satellites in low earth orbit “that will provide low-latency, 
high-speed broadband connectivity to unserved and 
underserved communities around the world.”5 And they 
aren’t even the first company to do so. OneWeb has already 
launched satellites to provide high-speed internet access 
and is raising billions of dollars to develop their program. 

Companies such as SpaceX and Facebook have also entered 
the race to the skies to offer high-speed data services 
around the world, with each competing against the other for 
faster speeds. 

Such ambitious projects can change the landscape of the 
digital economy, and can enable millions without access 
to banking or financial services to partake in the digital 
economy for the first time, simply with the help of a mobile 
phone. The potential is mind-boggling, but the success of 
initiatives such as this will require collaboration between 
various stakeholders such as governments, regulators and 
private companies. Public-private partnerships can go a long 
way in giving shape to such projects. While the private sector 
brings its technological expertise and capital to the table, 
governments can play a greater role in developing critical 
infrastructure and providing the right kinds of regulatory 
frameworks, and partner with the private sector, leading to 
the creation of suitable digital ecosystems. 

Even the sky is not the limit when it comes to what can be 
achieved with technology and getting more people into the 
digital ecosystem. At this point more than 40% of the region’s 
population is still without internet access and even by 2025, 
an estimated 242m people will continue to remain unable to 

reap the social and economic benefits offered by the digital 
economy.6 There remain significant barriers to adoption, 
particularly for underserved segments of the population such 
as rural inhabitants, women and low income groups.

A growing number of private companies are looking to 
engage more closely with national governments as they 
recognise the upsides to plugging digital accessibility gaps 
in the region. Closer collaboration between the private and 
public sectors is necessary to create an inclusive digital 
ecosystem, that will also result in increased financial 
inclusion and the associated benefits. Governments, for their 
part, need to promote local technologies and innovation, 
encourage ICT usage and learning across various segments 
of the population, and provide the necessary digital 
infrastructure required for this. The private sector, meanwhile, 
can collaborate with government to help build the necessary 
infrastructure required for the digital economy. A few 
important areas in this regard include mobile broadband 
reach, affordability and penetration; infrastructures for 
online payments; and regulations around e-commerce and 
mobile payments, to name a few. Public-private partnerships 
are an effective way to promote “efficient and expedient 
infrastructure deployment” in emerging markets.7 Eventually, 
it is not about the capital alone, but also innovation in 
mechanisms for funding and market access. 

E C O N O M I C  D E V E L O P M E N T
A majority of Latin American economies have witnessed 
steady GDP growth over the past few decades, which 
has resulted in an expanding middle class with growing 
disposable incomes. This in turn has resulted in a spike in the 
consumption of all kinds of products and services, rapidly 
transforming the economic opportunity set. Much of this is 
expected to continue in the coming years. 

A growth rebound

After almost a decade of stuttering real GDP growth, Latin 
America is expected to see a substantial recovery in the near 
term. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
the Latin American and the Caribbean economy shrunk by 
1.5%  in 2016, and barely grew in real terms in subsequent 
years, clocking 0.8% and 0.6% growth in 2017 and 2018 
respectively.8 The recovery is expected to continue, and the 
regional economy is expected to grow at 1.7% in 2019 and 

at about 2% in 2020 and 2021. Brazil, the region’s largest 
economy, saw GDP decrease by 3.3% in 2016, and has seen 
a steady increase in growth since then – its economy is 
expected to grow at an average growth rate of 2.3% from 
2019-2021. Colombia, Chile and Argentina are going to be 
other drivers of growth. 

While growth in this region is still slower as compared to 
peer economies globally, the recovery being seen across the 
region augurs well and is resulting in growing consumption 
across categories.  

8   International Monetary Fund. Latin America and the Caribbean in 2019:  
A Moderate Expansion. Available online at:  
https://blogs.imf.org/2019/01/25/latin-america-and-the-caribbean-in-
2019-a-moderate-expansion/ 

5    TechCrunch. Amazon joins SpaceX, OneWeb and Facebook in the race 
to create space-based internet services. Available online at: https://
techcrunch.com/2019/04/04/amazon-joins-spacex-oneweb-and-
facebook-in-the-race-to-create-space-based-internet-services/

 6   GSMA Intelligence. The Mobile Economy: Latin America and the 
Caribbean 2018 Report 

 7    World Economic Forum. Delivering Digital Infrastructure: Advancing the 
Internet Economy



A swelling middle class

Latin America’s middle class has expanded rapidly over the 
past decade, both in absolute terms and as a share of total 
households. Latin America’s middle class grew from 33m 
households to 46m households in the 10 years to 2018; and 
the middle class’ share of total households in this period 
increased to 25.8% from 22.9%.9 An important characteristic 
of Latin America’s middle class is its low savings ratio, which, 
at 6.4% of disposable income, is the lowest globally (it stands 
at 24% in Asia-Pacific, for instance).10 The region’s middle 
class “is characterised by the great importance they place 
on living in the present,” according to Euromonitor, indicating 
that the middle class is either willing to – or needs to – spend 
a greater share of its disposable income on consumption. 
Studies have shown that the low private savings rate in the 
region is a consequence of both a lack of good financial 
sector options for savings, as well as a need to spend more 
on basic necessities such as health and education. In the 
long-run, however, a low savings rate can be a challenge as 
it increases the vulnerability of the middle class.

The aspirational millennial

Millennials currently comprise 30% of Latin America’s 
population and they are revolutionising digital consumption 
through their ardent embrace of digital technologies. This 
generation is increasingly mobile and tech-savvy, using 
digital platforms to make or receive payments, to engage 
socially, to consume media, or even to organise and plan 
their finances. This is partly on account of the fact that this 
demographic is educated – as illustrated by a regional adult 
literacy rate of more than 93%11  – and increasingly aff luent. 

Millennials are having a significant impact on the digital 
economy – for example, 59% of millennials in Argentina 
bought products online, while in Mexico and Brazil, the 
shares were even higher at 67% and 70% respectively.12  
Similarly, a large share of millennials across the region use 
their mobile phones to play games, or to stream music or 
movies. They are also the most active users of various social 

media platforms through their mobile phones, opening up 
a plethora of opportunities for companies to market their 
products and services, particularly given the increasing 
popularity of e-payments in the region. 

Across the digital economy ecosystem, internet, telecom, 
OTT and e-commerce companies must understand 
millennials’ digital behaviours and patterns as that is crucial 
to double-down on this market.

Increasing mobile penetration

Mobile penetration continues to grow rapidly across Latin 
America, and it is expected that there will be a total of 517m 
unique mobile phone subscribers in the region by 2025 – a 
substantial 17% increase from 2018.13 Smartphone adoption, 
despite aff ordability challenges, is also set to witness 
unprecedented growth in key markets. In the region’s largest 
market Brazil, for example, smartphone penetration is 
forecast to reach 86% by 2025. Smartphone penetration is 
expected to witness similar gains in other countries during 
this period, reaching 70% or more across all economies.14  
Rapidly increasing smartphone penetration is indicative of 
the scope of opportunity in the digital economy in coming 
years.

9     Euromonitor. Stronger Economic Growth Will Drive Latin America’s Middle 
Class Expansion. Available online at: https://blog.euromonitor.com/
stronger-economic-growth-will-drive-latin-americas-middle-class-
expansion/

10  Ibid.

11 World Bank Open Data. Available online at: https://data.worldbank.org
12  BBVA. ‘Millennials’: the force of change in Latin America. Available online 

at: https://www.bbva.com/en/millennials-force-change-latin-america/

13 The Mobile Economy: Latin America and the Caribbean 2018 Report

14 Ibid
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Increasing mobile 
broadband penetration

Going hand in hand with 
increasing mobile and smartphone 
penetration are continued 
advances in mobile broadband 
penetration. In 2017, there 
were a total of 477m mobile 
broadband connections in Latin 
America – accounting for 71% 
of all mobile connections. By 
2025, estimates peg total users 
at 733m, accounting for 94% of 
total connections. Every major 
economy in the region will witness 
this trend, with almost all of them 
expecting to see a doubling in the 
share of 4G adoption between 
now and 2015.15 

15 Ibid.
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The payments ecosystem  
is also transforming

Increasing smartphone usage coupled with 
access to mobile broadband has ensured 
the viability and availability of alternative 
payment methods such as mobile wallets. 
There has been a prominent increase in the 
usage of innovative payment options across 
the region. The result has been significant 
ease of use for individuals to not only make 
traditional purchases online, but also to 
consume varied digital content, ranging from 
digital media services to products such as 
music and videos, or applications (apps) 
through app stores. 

It has been observed that e-commerce 
purchases in Latin America are largely 
routed through mobile phones as compared 
to desktops. The top two daily activities on 
a mobile device are using a banking service 
and reading reviews. Yet, the preferred 
mode of payment in the region is cash. This 
is largely due to low penetration of cards, 
as well as a dearth of POS systems at 
transaction points. Having an infrastructure 
network that allows card payments is a 
crucial factor to grow digital commerce.16 

The sector that tops digital purchases in the 
region is travel. The opportunities for digital 
commerce are immense as Latin Americans 
clearly want to spend. Separately, given 
the level of smartphone penetration and 
growing awareness, digital payments in the 
region may even skip the traditional route 
of increased card transactions and move 
directly to e-wallets.17

16  Euromonitor. How Latin American Digital Consumers 
Shop and Spend. Available online at: https://blog.
euromonitor.com/latin-american-digital-consumers/

17  Capgemini & BNP Paribas. World Payments Report 
2018



The payments ecosystem is becoming more established, with its growth 
being driven by mobile money providers. Meanwhile, the number of registered 
mobile money accounts in Latin America increased to 27m in 2018 from 23.5m 
in 2017, an increase of 14.7%; and the total value of mobile money transactions 
in 2018 stood at US$945m, marginally lower than the US$1bn recorded in 
2017.18 A number of mobile money providers in Latin America are now off ering 
smartphone apps, and they are seeing an increasing number of transactions 
being performed through these apps. 

As this ecosystem has evolved, so too has the nature of transactions – it isn’t 
about just e-commerce alone, but also the provision of other services such 
as the extension of credit to the unbanked or those without credit histories, 
which in turn will have a positive ripple eff ect on consumption.

Argentina’s MercadoLibre, one of Latin America’s largest e-commerce 
platforms and a market leader in most regional markets, has evolved beyond 
just being a marketplace to also off er a variety of payment and financial 
services to small and micro enterprises and individuals, including credit and 
wealth management. Linio, a Mexican e-retailer, is another platform popular in 
Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru. It has seen its product portfolio 
multiply since opening up to sellers from outside of the region, particularly 
from Asia, the US and Europe. Today, a significant chunk of Linio’s sales are 
international.19

These are but two examples that illustrate the growth of the e-commerce 
industry in Latin America, and shed some light on the massive potential the 
regional digital economy holds. 

18 GSMA. State of the Industry Report on Mobile Money 2018 

19  Information Technology and Innovation Foundation. Crafting an Open and Innovative 
Digital Trade Agenda for Latin America. Available online at: https://wita.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/11/Crafting-an-Open-Digital-Trade-Latin-America-PDF.pdf

Mobile data consumption and e-commerce

An interesting trend in Latin America is that while mobile 
broadband penetration is substantial, internet usage is 
substantially higher on desktops. For instance, in the 12 
months leading up to March 2019, 65.7% of internet usage 
in the country was via desktops, versus 34.2% on handheld 
devices.20 This is in contrast to global numbers, with 53% of 
internet usage on handheld devices.
  
There are significant diff erences within the region too, with the 
handheld devices’ share of internet usage standing at 24.7% in 
Peru, 25.7% in Colombia, 27% in Brazil, 38.8% in Mexico, 41.5%  
in Chile and 50.5% in Argentina between April 2018 and March 
2019.21

In countries such as Brazil, Argentina and Colombia, the 
average time spent using mobile internet per day is more than 
four hours, while the total time spent on the internet (across all 
devices is more than eight hours),22 once again demonstrating 
the room for growth in mobile internet usage.

Most indicators suggest a continued increase in mobile 
internet usage in the coming years, and as that happens, 

it will subsequently open up greater opportunities for revenue 
generation for internet companies, telcos, payment service 
providers and OTT companies – and we will see the entire 
digital economy ecosystem thrive. 

Mobile internet provides the basis for growth in the digital 
economy, and its proliferation will have far-reaching 
implications as it will lead to greater digital inclusion and 
opportunities to participate in the digital economy. 

Most mobile internet users in Latin America use social media 
engagement apps such as Facebook and WhatsApp, while 
other social media apps such as Instagram are also popular. 
Mobile games also comprise a chunky share of mobile data 
usage – in Argentina, for instance, games such as Free Fire 
and Helix Jump have been particularly popular over the past 
year. And across the region, the Google Chrome browser and 
Google Maps are among the most widely used apps on mobile 
phones.23  YouTube has among the highest penetrations of 
all apps across Latin America. Considering how popular it is 
in the region, it is no surprise that mobile video consumption 
in Latin America has increased dramatically over the past 
decade.

20  StatCounter GlobalStats. Desktop vs Mobile vs Tablet vs Console 
Market Share Worldwide. Available online at: http://gs.statcounter.com/
platform-market-share/

21 Ibid.

22 DataReportal. Available online at: https://datareportal.com/reports

23 App Annie Mobile Market Insights 2019

24  eMarketer. Latin America Ecommerce 2018. Available online at: 
https://www.emarketer.com/content/latin-america-ecommerce-2018
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Another area of tremendous opportunity for businesses 
is e-commerce. The Latin America region has seen 
consistent growth in e-commerce activity since the turn 
of the millennium. In 2018, Latin American e-commerce 
sales increased 17.9%  to reach US$53.2bn. Of this, mobile 
contributed US$14.6bn, or more than a quarter of all 
e-commerce retail sales for the first time ever.24

Going forward, as the region’s governments continue to make 
investments in digital infrastructure and as mobile broadband 
penetration increases further, the total value of e-commerce 

retail sales is expected to increase substantially. 
This is naturally not lost on national governments in the 
region, which have initiated specific laws and regulations 
geared towards facilitating the growth of the digital economy 
as a means to benefit their citizens economically and socially. 

The next part of this paper provides some national context 
and delves into what major regional economies such as 
Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and Chile are doing 
in this area. 

Mobile money and payments in Latin America, 2018

  Percent of population aged 15+ that makes online purchases and/ or 
pays bills online

 Percentage of population aged 15+ with a mobile money account

Source: DataReportal
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Seventy-three percent of Argentina’s population uses a 
smartphone today,25 and it is being used for a variety of 
diff erent things, the most popular being that of mobile 
messengers (92%). A whopping 91% of Argentinians watch 
videos on their mobile phones, 61% are playing games; and 
43% are using banking services on their smartphones.26

In a country where less than 50% of the population has 
access to a bank account,27 thanks to widespread mobile 
internet access, the mobile phone is being used increasingly 
to make mobile payments, online purchases and to pay bills. 
Forty percent of adults in the country also made or received 
digital payments.28

Given the deepening mobile penetration and the 
development of the mobile payment ecosystem, it is no 
surprise that the e-commerce market in Argentina is on track 
to witness strong growth in the coming years. Between 2018 
and 2022, Argentina’s e-commerce market will grow by 83% 
to be worth US$19.2 bn.29 Within this, the mobile commerce 
segment will grow at an annual rate of 26%. 

As of 2018, credit cards were the most common mode of 
online payments in Argentina, accounting for almost 27% 
of the market, followed closely by e-wallets (22%), bank 
transfers (14%), debit cards (10%) and cash on delivery (8%). 
However, by the end of 2019, it is expected that e-wallets will 
become the most widely used mode of online payments. 30

The impact of digital is playing out through other media 
as well. For example, in 2018, the total consumer spending 
on mobile apps in Argentina, stood at US$148.1m, and 
this number is set to grow.31 An increase in incomes and 
deepening mobile internet penetration means that digital 
spending through various media will increase, as people 
download more apps and are willing to spend more on them. 
The total number of apps downloaded on mobile in 2018 

stood at 1.5bn, and the apps that made most revenue on 
mobile in 2018 included Netflix, Tinder, Happn, Google Drive, 
Spotify and HBO Go.32

This varied mix illustrates that there are opportunities for all 
kinds of players in the digital ecosystem to benefit from the 
macro trends that are being seen in Argentina. 

25   Google Consumer Barometer (January 2018). Available online at: 
https://www.consumerbarometer.com/en/trending/?countryCode=AR
&category=TRN-NOFILTER-ALL

26   DataReportal. Digital 2019: Argentina. Available online at: 
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-argentina

27  BBVA. Financial inclusion is key for Argentina. Available online at: 
https://www.bbva.com/en/financial-inclusion-key-argentina/

28   World Bank. Global Findex Database 2017

29 Worldpay. Global Payments Report 2018

30 Ibid

31  DataReportal. Digital 2019: Argentina. Available online at: https://
datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-argentina

32 Ibid.
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RECENT 
POLICY 
INITIATIVES
   In February 2019, the Inter-American Development Bank sanctioned a 

US$300m loan to the Argentinian government to improve productivity 
through digitalisation.33 This funding will be used to:

	   develop strategic regulation for enhanced digital connectivity, 
including the strengthening of the regulatory framework for ICT and 
the development of infrastructure for digital inclusion; and

	   transform digital productivity through innovation in areas including 
knowledge-based services and finance.

  The formation of a fintech division in 2017 with the objective of 
encouraging and promoting fintech and to foster discussion between 
regulators, banks and fintech startups, creating an ecosystem 
conducive for the growth of fintech and digital payments.34

  Efforts are also underway to improve digital infrastructure in an attempt 
to facilitate the provision of financial services to all sections of society.

33   Inter-American Development Bank. Argentina to strengthen its digital agenda with IDB support. Available 
online at: https://www.iadb.org/en/news/argentina-strengthen-its-digital-agenda-idb-support

34   Invyo Insights. Argentina launches the first Chamber of FinTech with 13 Top companies. Available online at: 
https://insights.invyo.io/latam/fintech-corner/argentina-launches-the-first-chamber-of-fintech-with-13-
fintech-start-ups/



Brazil snapshot

Source: Global Findex Database 2017, World Bank

Seven in ten Brazilian adults have an 
account with a financial institution, 
according to the World Bank, indicating 
a relatively high level of formal financial 
inclusion in the country. The country also 
shows promising signs when it comes 
to digital payments and mobile wallets. 
Almost 60% of Brazilian adults have made 
or received digital payments, and more than 
10% have used the internet to pay bills in the 
past year, or to purchase something online. 

An increasing number of Brazilians are 
also using their mobile phones to make 
purchases, indicating a healthy uptake 
of e-commerce. In fact, the e-commerce 
market in Brazil is expected to be worth 
US$38.5bn by 2022,36 registering 39% 
growth between 2018 and 2022.  According 
to Worldpay, one key reason for the surge 
in the size of the e-commerce market is the 
rapid uptake of e-wallets in the country. 
E-wallets are currently growing at about 
27% annually and are expected to increase 
their share of the market by 9.5% by 2022.37 
Worldpay’s report has one important nugget 
for retailers – 78% of shoppers in the country 
prefer shopping through mobile apps over 
mobile browsers on their mobile phones, 
indicating that transactional mobile apps are 
must for any seller of products or services!

Although the e-payments landscape is 
looking promising, there hasn’t been a strong 
response from investors largely because 
regulators have been trying to implement 
new technologies on legacy infrastructure.38 

Brazil is nevertheless going to be a critical 
market for digital economy participants 
including telcos, apps, payments providers 
and OTT providers given the digital patterns 
on evidence. For example, in 2018 alone, 
the total number of apps downloaded on a 
mobile device in Brazil was 7.3bn; and total 
consumer spending on mobile apps over the 
year stood at US$528.6m.39 Additionally, on 
average, 78% of Brazilians use their mobile 
devices at least once every half hour; and 
they are also the most receptive to mobile 
web advertisements.40

35  DataReportal. Digital 2019: Brazil. Available online at: https://datareportal.com/reports/
digital-2019-brazil

36 Worldpay. Global Payments Report 2018

37   Worldpay. eCommerce is set to increase 39% by 2022 in Brazil, reaching nearly R$150bn. 
Available online at: https://www.worldpay.com/global/about/media-centre/2018-12/
ecommerce-is-set-to-increase-39-percent-by-2022-in-brazil-reaching

38 Capgemini & BNP Paribas. World Payments Report 2018

39  DataReportal. Digital 2019: Brazil. Available online at: https://datareportal.com/reports/
digital-2019-brazil

Two in three Brazilians use smartphones, and the most common uses of mobile internet are for mobile messengers, watching videos 
on mobile and online gaming, as in other regional markets. The one area in which the usage of mobile internet is greater in Brazil 
than in its regional peers is mobile banking, with 61% of Brazilians using internet on their phones for mobile banking.35
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RECENT 
POLICY 
INITIATIVES
  Launched a digital transformation strategy in March 2018, which 

provides a long-term roadmap and broad goals for increasing 
digitalisation. 41

	   The aim is to harmonise various government initiatives related 
to digitalisation, to take advantage of the potential of digital 
technologies to transform Brazil’s socio-economic landscape,  
with a focus on innovation, competitiveness and productivity.

  In 2016, Brazil’s central bank passed a new law as part of its national 
financial inclusion strategy, making it easier for the poor to open 
digital-only bank accounts. To simplify the process, the law does not 
require individuals to provide ID proofs of address to open a bank 
account, and these accounts can be set up online or through the use  
of mobile apps without visiting a bank.42

41  BNamericas. Brazil launches digital transformation strategy https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/ict/brazil-
launches-digital-transformation-strategy

42  Apolitical. Brazil boosts financial inclusion with digital-only bank accounts. Available online at: https://apolitical.
co/solution_article/brazil-boosts-financial-inclusion-digital-bank-accounts/



As with other economies in the region, and led 
by similar fundamentals and drivers, Colombia’s 
e-commerce market too is expected to expand 
rapidly. Indeed, it is among the three most 
rapidly growing e-commerce markets in the 
world, according to Worldpay. Its e-commerce 
market is expected to grow at a compound 
annual growth rate of 23% between 2018 
and 2022, to reach US$8.5bn.44  The share 
of the population using a mobile phone to 
purchase products online is increasingly rapidly, 
demonstrating a willingness to go digital with 
payments. 

Additionally, as with other markets, the 
popularity of YouTube suggests that if smartly 
priced and off ered, Colombian mobile phone 
owners would likely consume videos through 
other platforms as well, an opportunity for OTT 
providers and advertisers to tap into, especially 
as mobile internet becomes more pervasive in 
the country. 

Three in four Colombians use smartphones, and the country has a total of 57.5m mobile subscriptions. As in 
other Latin American economies, an overwhelming proportion of smartphone owners are using the internet 
on their phones to use mobile messengers or to watch videos on mobile (92% and 93% respectively). 43

Interestingly, more than 35% of Colombians have made or received digital payments in the last year, and 
close to 10% have used the internet to make an online purchase and to pay bills. Given that only 45% of 
Colombians have an account with a financial institution, mobile payments and mobile money accounts are 
important aspects of the financial inclusion journey in the country. 

C O L O M B I A

Source: Global Findex Database 2017, World Bank

43  DataReportal. Digital 2019: Colombia. Available online at: Available online at: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-
colombia?rq=colombia

44  WorldPay. Available online at: https://www.worldpay.com/global/about/media-centre/2018-12/ecommerce-is-set-to-increase-39-
percent-by-2022-in-brazil-reaching
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RECENT 
POLICY 
INITIATIVES
  Outlined a digital roadmap for its economy in 2017. This included a 

number of regulations and measures to boost the digital economy, 
including requiring a minimum download speed of 25Mbps by 2019.45

  In May 2018, Colombia’s Financial Superintendency announced 
the launch of Innovasfc, serving as a catalyst for fintech. This is an 
extension of the broad focus on the digital economy.46

  To address its skills shortage and to encourage digital 
entrepreneurship, the government also runs a programme called Apps.
co, investing capital to create new products and services.47

45  BNamericas. Colombia outlines digital roadmap. Available online at https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/
colombia-outlines-digital-roadmap-action-plans1

46  Inter-American Development Bank. Fintech: Latin America 2018: Growth and Consolidation

47  GSMA Intelligence. The Mobile Economy 2017



Source: Global Findex Database 2017, World Bank

In a country where more than 60% of the 
population remains unbanked, e-commerce is 
a fast growing segment of the digital economy, 
and is expected to witness an average annual 
growth of 13% between 2018 and 2022, growing 
by 56% in transaction value terms from US$18bn 
to US$28bn.49  The segments that currently 
witness the most substantial e-commerce 
spending include travel and accommodation, 
electronics and physical media, followed by 
fashion and beauty.50

According to the World Bank, 9% of Mexican 
adults have already used the internet to pay 
bills in the past year and another 7% to make 
online purchases, and 32% have either made or 
received digital payments. This is promising for 
a country where less than four in ten individuals 
have an account with a financial institution; 
and it illustrates the power of smartphone and 
mobile broadband penetration in facilitating 
financial and digital inclusion. 

M E X I C O
Mexico has 110.5m mobile phone subscriptions, and 72% of the country’s adult population presently uses a 
smartphone. Mobile internet is most widely used for mobile messengers (59%) and to watch videos on the 
phone (58%). Here too, 30% of the population has used its phone for mobile banking.48
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48 DataReportal. Digital 2019: Colombia. Available online at: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-mexico

49 Worldpay. Global Payments Report 2018

50 DataReportal. Digital 2019: Colombia. Available online at: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-mexico



RECENT 
POLICY 
INITIATIVES
  In February 2019, the government announced steps to make financial 

services more affordable, given the low degree of financial inclusion. 
Mexico plans to put in place a digital payments system that will allow 
people to make and receive payments through their mobile phones at 
no extra charge.51

  The government also aspires to move towards direct deposits or digital 
wallets for welfare benefit payouts over the next 18 months.

  An overarching digital strategy was outlined in 2013. The National 
Digital Strategy sought to encourage investment and competition, and 
to improve the availability and accessibility of telecommunications 
services at lower cost. The strategy also guides policies that seek 
to bring all ICT services to the population of the country and to 
democratise the internet and broadband.52

51  Thomson Reuters Foundation News. Mexico pushes mobile payments to help unbanked consumers ditch cash. 
Available online at: http://news.trust.org//item/20190219055041-yngw0/



53 DataReportal. Digital 2019: Peru. Available at: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-peru

54  World Bank. Global Findex Database 2017

55  Nathan Lustig. Unlocking the Potential of E-Commerce in Peru. Available online at: https://www.nathanlustig.com/unlocking-
the-potential-of-e-commerce-in-peru/

Peru is the smallest among six countries considered in this paper, with a population of 32.7m. Smartphone 
penetration in Peru is lower than the regional average, at 58%. However, when all devices are considered, 
it still has 24m internet users, and 73% of its population accesses the internet every day, 53 suggesting a 
relatively sound basis for the growth of the digital economy. 

In a country with an unbanked population of 
57%,54 estimates highlight an interesting trend – 
e-commerce purchases are expected to register 
57% growth by 2020. Given that only 5% of the 
population uses e-commerce at this point, there 
is a possibility of this changing rapidly, given the 
country’s young population.55

And while just over 40% of Peruvians have an 
account at a financial institution, 34% have made 
or received digital payments. Less than 5% of 
Peruvians have used the internet to buy something 

online in the past year, or to pay bills, but both these 
numbers are bound to increase in the near term as 
the digital payment ecosystem strengthens, and 
as more Peruvians access mobile internet more 
frequently. Connectivity is growing in the country, 
including in rural areas, and the e-commerce 
market is expected to grow in tandem. Strong 
demand is expected in the coming years due to 
both, increased internet access and the presence 
of reliable marketplace platforms.

P E R U

Source: Global Findex Database 2017, World Bank
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RECENT 
POLICY 
INITIATIVES
  Peru’s government has undertaken steps to enhance digital inclusion 

by investing in a connected government, in digital infrastructure and a 
new platform Digital Kit to support small enterprises.56

  A few initiatives have also been established as collaborations between 
financial institutions, government bodies and telecom companies, and 
one of the outcomes is the creation of a digital wallet.

  Efforts to address the rural-urban divide in terms of access to digital 
services, by promoting e-commerce by improving internet access, 
especially in rural areas.

  Billetera Móvil, an initiative of government, provides an interoperable 
nationwide digital payments platform. It allows for extending financial 
services to over 70% of citizens who were unable to access the formal 
banking sector, while reducing transaction costs through the use of 
mobile money instead of cash.57

56   Oxford Business Group. State initiatives to assist Peru’s shift towards digitalisation. Available online at:  
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/broad-plans-state-initiatives-assist-shift-towards-digitalisation 

57   Crowd360. Modelo Perú is a first-of-its-kind payments initiative in Peru. Available online at:  
https://crowd360.org/modelo-peru-is-a-first-of-its-kind-payments-initiative-in-peru/



Smartphone penetration in Chile stands at 76%,58 but is set to increase substantially if the government is 
able to successfully carry through with planned initiatives to bolster its digital economy. The country has an 
unbanked population of only 26%59 – faring better than all its neighbours discussed in this paper.

Additionally, nearly two in three Chileans have either made or received digital payments, more than in other 
countries in the region. Nineteen percent of adults also have mobile money accounts, and more than 20% 
have used it to make an online purchase and a similar number to make online bill payments, indicating a 
thriving digital payments ecosystem. 

The e-commerce market in Chile has seen a more than threefold increase in growth over the last six years 
– up from US$1.2bn in 2012 to over US$5bn in 2018. 60 This jump was driven by technological infrastructure 
development in the country. This is expected to continue as infrastructure improves and incomes increase, 
and more and more people come online in the near future.

Chile’s digital economy already accounts for 22.2% of GDP as of 2018, or US$55bn, according to a study  
by Accenture and Oxford Economics.61 This share is expected to increase to 25.3% in 2021, or even 26.3%  
if digital value drivers see improvement, but that will require government investments in the digital sphere. 

C H I L E

58  DataReportal. Digital 2019: Chile. Available at: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-chile

59   Stanford. Banking the Unbanked? Evidence from Three Countries. Available online at: https://web.stanford.edu/~pdupas/
BankingTheUnbanked.pdf

60  Export.gov. Chile – eCommerce. Available online at: https://www.export.gov/article?id=Chile-eCommerce

61   InvestChile. The digital economy accounts for 22.2% of Chile’s GDP. Available online at: http://blog.investchile.gob.cl/the-
digital-economy-accounts-for-22.2-of-chiles-gdp
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RECENT 
POLICY 
INITIATIVES
  Recently launched the Digital Agenda 2020 programme, to encourage 

the country’s digital transformation by reaping the benefits  
of advanced technologies in social and economic activities.

  Efforts to push for increased internet connectivity and accessibility as 
a strong digital enabler to strengthen the digital economy.

  Key steps include public-private alliances, investments in quality and 
establishing robust digital infrastructure across the country. By 2020, 
Chile aims to provide public WiFi spots to 90% of its municipalities.62   
The widespread use of IT is supported as a medium to reduce and 
possibly eliminate inequalities and to increase financial inclusion. 

62   Export.gov. Chile – eCommerce. Available online at: https://www.export.gov/article?id=Chile-eCommerce 



Not only does the digital economy open up myriad 
opportunities for businesses, it also provides 
support for the socio-economic development of 
the region’s population, by providing access to 
information, capital and other financial services. 
Perhaps most importantly, it will result in inclusion.

Latin America is poised for the next level of growth 
in its digital economy, and improved access to 
information and digital services will raise the 
standard of living for the region’s people.

Governments across the region acknowledge 
this potential and are working towards fostering 
environments more conducive to manifesting this 
growth. There are challenges, including that of 
affordability and lack of infrastructure accentuated 
by macro-economic pressures and the depreciation 
of many currencies in the region. 

Another challenge may be the lack of a unifying 
regulatory framework for fintech and cross-border 
e-commerce and payments. This framework will be 
instrumental in creating a spectrum of opportunities 
for existing players in this space, from app creators 
and providers, online marketplaces, telcos, digital 
media companies, retailers and payment service 
providers.

Better connectivity and new services are enabling 
healthier, more inclusive communities, and mobile 
money remains a central part of this story. Over the 
last two decades, a platform approach, especially 
in the payments ecosystem, has driven the growth 
of the digital economy. Processing over a billion 
dollars a day and generating direct revenues of over 
$2.4bn annually, mobile money has transformed 
the payment landscape in many emerging markets, 
including those in Latin America. With over 34 
deployments and 21.5m registered accounts in 2017 
alone,63 mobile money in Latin America has been 
instrumental in the growth of the digital economy. 

To further accelerate this progress, the entry of new 
players on both the demand and the supply side 
of the payments-as-a-platform approach will be 
essential. The network effects realised with more 
inclusive access, coupled with the proliferation 
of new technologies such as 5G and Artificial 
Intelligence, will enable people across Latin America 
to truly be able to participate actively in the shaping 
of a better tomorrow.

DOCOMO Digital is the mobile commerce-related business of the NTT DOCOMO group. We partner with over 
200 carriers and 300 merchants globally. Our Payments portfolio solves the challenges of scale, regulation, and 
complexity for telecom operators, merchants and payment service providers. Our “enabler”  platform allows 
telecom companies to participate in the growing mobile commerce ecosystem. With our new state-of-the-art 
payment API, merchants get a single payment-agnostic gateway into new markets. Alternative Payment Methods 
like mobile wallets can now offer access to international merchants to their consumers, with DOCOMO Digital’s API 
and payments settlement facility.

DOCOMO Digital is a wholly-owned subsidiary of one of the world’s largest telecom companies - NTT DOCOMO, 
listed on the Tokyo Stock Exchange. 

For more information, visit www.docomodigital.com or write to us at connect@docomodigital.com.
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63 GSMA Mobile Money Report 2017


