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Executive Summary  

 

The COVID-19 coronavirus crisis is putting unprecedented strain on markets, governments, 

businesses and individuals. The human, economic and financial costs are increasing 

dramatically, with potentially huge impact on developing countries and emerging market 

countries in addition to developed countries and regions. Across all of these, the greatest toll 

is likely to fall on those least able to bear it, with terrible damage to human development across 

the world. 

 

This paper examines how the digital financial infrastructure that emerged in the wake of the 

2008 Global Financial Crisis is being, and can be, leveraged to overcome the immediate 

challenges presented by the pandemic and manage the impending economic fallout. The 

origins of the 2008 crisis and current crisis are different: 2008 was a financial crisis spilling 

over into the real economy. 2020 is a health and geopolitical crisis, spilling over 

simultaneously into financial markets and the real economy. As such, this crisis requires 

different approaches.  

 

This study operates at two levels: 

• At the macro level, it seeks to identify areas of systemic risk and strategies and 

frameworks to support policy coordination and action; and 

• At the micro level is seeks to illustrate how digital finance tools may be able to assist 

addressing some of the challenges emerging. 

 

Strategies to address financial aspects of the crisis in order to reduce the economic and human 

impact include: (1) ensuring sufficient liquidity to support market functioning and underpin 

demand; (2) intensifying information exchange on health and financial / economic matters in 

an effort to ensure accurate information despite forces that work against this; (3) heavy, 

temporary financial support for individuals; for small, medium and large enterprises to avoid 

loss of infrastructure and preserve the capacity for an orchestrated response (by avoiding mass 

insolvency); and potentially, in some cases, for governments; (4) leveraging digital finance 

and payments to reduce human-to-human contact, while organizing support for the elderly and 

other digitally excluded people who would normally use physical channels; (5) establishing a 

well-funded coordination body as a crisis management tool to ensure information exchange; 

(6)  directing financial resources to medical infrastructure; and (7) directing financial resources 

to digital infrastructure and connectivity to support all other aspects of society and the 
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economy, including, especially, the online facilitation of education and widespread work-

from-home policies.  

 

At the same time, the digitization of financial services in the last decade offers alternative and 

more direct means by which it may be possible to stimulate the real economy, which will be 

critical in mitigating the economic impacts and maintaining social cohesion. Tools that support 

financial inclusion, sustainable development and achievement of the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals can also provide useful tools during a crisis. Examples include: (1) 

electronic payments systems providing instant disbursement of financial resources; (2) online 

cash distributions to all consumers or businesses of a given country / region; (3) automatic data 

exchange on delivery chains and stocks of crucial supplies (through APIs, RegTech and 

distributed ledger technology) as well as related financial transfers; (4) digital managing of 

scarce medical goods according to a nationally, regionally and globally coordinated protocols 

(including pharmaceutical products, vaccines and protective equipment); (5) invoice factoring, 

blockchain and crowdfunding to collect resources and unlock trapped capital; and (6) digital 

identification systems allowing for personal health monitoring and verification in addition to 

serving as the basis of financial infrastructure such as payments and accounts. These short-

term strategies are expected to generate deeper structural changes long-term. For now, one 

cannot predict the new world that will emerge post crisis, but this issue will require focussed 

attention going forward as the immediate situation eventually comes under control and 

recovery begins. 
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I. Introduction 

 

The origins of the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 and the current COVID-19 coronavirus crisis 

are very different and thus demand different responses and approaches: 2008 was a financial 

crisis spilling over into the real economy. 2020 is a health and geopolitical crisis, spilling over 

simultaneously into financial markets and the real economy, but with the possibility of financial 

spillovers in turn worsening the human and economic impact in a vicious spiral. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shaken nations around the world. It has tested their healthcare 

infrastructure, battered their financial markets and left whole populations in fear and lockdown. 

This is a human health crisis first and foremost. The human crisis includes the economic and 

social consequences of the pandemic, and these secondary implications will be felt for years to 

come. Its impact has been devastating in Asia, Europe and North America, and its potential 

impact on the developing world is perhaps even worse, given weaker healthcare systems and 

infrastructure. 

 

While the most significant impact of the pandemic is human, the immediate consequences of 

individual quarantine measures and lockdowns are felt through supply chains (ie. reduced 

operation of factories and logistic networks), and increasingly and more severely through 

demand channels (ie. individual and business appetite for consumption, and prohibitions on 

certain services such as travel and hospitality services) globally and locally. What is more, the 

level of uncertainties in terms of human casualties (COVID-19) and economic damage 

(COVID-19 and oil prices) is severely reducing trust within and between economic actors. The 

virus spreads within society, the loss of trust spreads within markets. In both cases, limitation 

of interaction, in the form of social distancing or reduced economic trade respectively, seems 

to be the short-term result. As the economic and human toll increases, so does the strain on the 

financial sector, with the financial sector being central to direction of financial resources to 

address the crisis and to support recovery. Thus, while the impact is not focused on the financial 

sector, maintaining the robustness and effectiveness of the financial sector is central to the 

battle. 

 

This study examines how the digital financial infrastructure that emerged in the wake of the 

2008 Global Financial Crisis is being, and can be, leveraged to overcome the immediate 

challenges of the pandemic and manage the impending economic fallout. We here explore 

some of the lessons arising from the use of digital financial platforms amidst the current crisis, 

including potential strategies and tools. These examples underscore the versatility and agility 

of financial technology and demonstrate how the emerging digital financial infrastructure can 

be robust, resilient and most importantly responsive in the face of fluid and unpredictable 

events: how can then tools be used usefully in the current crisis? 

 

In this rapidly evolving and unprecedented context, digital financial innovations are being 

relied upon at both the micro and macro levels to overcome everything from basic logistical 

means of transacting, to the strategically important financial fundamentals – and everything in 

between. It is likely that the primary measure taken to combat the spread of COVID-19, ‘social 

distancing’, will further embed financial technology into the conduct of modern economic 

relations. Beyond behavioural adaptation, widespread exposure to the cost savings, 

convenience and hygiene associated with digital finance will consolidate fintech usage more 

broadly, with potentially very important benefits for financial inclusion and sustainable 

development. Thus far, the digital financial infrastructure has performed resiliently and 

responsively. The reliability and consistency of this digital lifeline, should it continue to work 
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well, will transform fintech from an entrepreneurial novelty to a core and indispensable element 

of modern life. 

 

II. Addressing financial sector issues: Interrelationships between finance and the real 

economy 

 

From a financial sector standpoint, the starting point is to understand the situation and, from 

that basis, to deploy appropriate strategies to prevent or mitigate the financial crisis while 

minimizing damage to the real economy. 

 

The 2008 Crisis originated with a financial crisis (particularly in wholesale interbank markets 

resulting from loss of transparency, trust and confidence among major institutional players as 

a result of widely spread credit losses from securitization resulting in a liquidity and financial 

solvency crisis). This in turn impacted the real economy (as financial resources became 

unavailable to support economic activity). This damage to the real economy in turn worsened 

financial sector issues (through both liquidity and solvency channels) causing a dangerous 

spiral (including spillovers to various governments around the world). 

 

In 2020, the triggering events are different. The situation appears to be primarily the result of 

two shocks:  

 

First a health crisis: The COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic which started late in Q4 of 2019 

 

Second a geopolitical crisis: Oil price shocks, starting at the turn of 2020 and worsening 

towards end of Q1 2020 

 

While the most significant impact of the pandemic is human, the immediate consequences of 

individual quarantine measures and lockdowns are felt through supply chains (ie. reduced 

operation of factories and logistic networks), and increasingly and more severely through 

demand channels (ie. reduced individual and business appetite for consumption, and 

prohibitions on certain services such as travel and hospitality services) globally and locally. 

What is more, the level of uncertainties in terms of human casualties (COVID-19) and 

economic damage (COVID-19 and oil prices) is severely reducing trust within and between 

economic actors. The virus spreads within society. The loss of trust spreads within markets. In 

both cases, limitation of interaction, in the form of social distancing or reduced economic trade 

respectively, is the short-term result. These are also being expressed in potential loss of trust 

in the financial sector, as everyone seeks to maximize their access to cash – albeit so far mostly 

in digital form as opposed to physical cash or gold. 

 

Unlike 2008, this crisis has not originated in the financial sector, but for the financial sector to 

operate efficiently it requires trust between actors and certainty in economic outlook. Both of 

these elements are now being challenged given the economic and human impact of this crisis. 

 

Trust and certainty are the transmission mechanisms between the real economy and the 

financial markets. Companies, governments and individuals face potentially second order 

challenges, and these will impact the financial sectors. In turn a weakened financial sector will 

not be able to perform well its role of financing the real economy, in turn worsening the 

business and human situation, and potentially thereby starting a vicious downward spiral. 

 

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3567534



5 
 

Intervention to avert such an outcome needs to be targeted. We identify four levels of 

intervention, from Macro (infrastructure strain) to Micro (financial health).  

 

The first level, from the standpoint of the financial sector, focuses on the infrastructure of the 

financial system, particularly payment systems and securities markets (for both companies and 

governments). In the context of extreme volatility, one of the greatest concerns is failure in this 

core infrastructure, which is almost entirely digital. This digital plumbing is at the core of any 

financial system, domestic or international.  

 

To the extent this digital financial infrastructure functions as intended, it provides a basis for 

the financial sector to perform its key functions of liquidity management and financial resource 

allocation, which are necessary to support economic activity and sustainable development. 

Authorities have hopefully placed considerable attention on these key areas under normal 

circumstances in terms of regulation, supervision and contingency planning.  

 

Monitoring and ensuring crisis resilience of these core infrastructures is essential, as the 

damage of failure in times of crisis can be devastating. For instance, both medical and security 

personnel and also core IT staff and tools must be understood as crucial for the functioning of 

society and receive preferential medical treatment. At the same time, behaviour patterns 

highlight that it may be necessary in some circumstances to call trading halts or review trading 

halt trigger mechanisms. These however should be done ideally within present parameters (eg. 

in the case of stock exchanges) and for limited periods. 

 

Cybersecurity is also a major source of operational risk and has recently become of greater 

concern. Before the pandemic cyberrisk was seen as being greater than credit and financial 

risk, particularly as most firms struggled to deal with it. In the current situation where 

companies are rapidly moving staff from secure office or government networks to home 

networks, opportunities for potential breaches by malicious actors increase markedly.  

 

The second level, from the standpoint of liquidity, focuses on identifying where solvency 

problems in both the real economy (individuals, firms, governments) and the financial sector 

(bank runs etc) will emerge.  

 

At the heart of any financial sector are wholesale electronic systems which must be carefully 

monitored for stress by domestic liquidity providers (generally the central bank). In times of 

crisis, expansive credit lines from major central banks and assistance from international 

organisations can be essential. This is particularly true if consumers follow rumours on the 

crisis’ impact on financial institutions and seek to withdraw cash, prompting a banking crisis 

on top of a health and economic crisis. A similar phenomenon is mirrored in the government 

sector where mass and rapid unemployment may result in ‘welfare runs’ (as seen in Australia). 

Government welfare services can become quickly inundated by support seekers thus 

overstretching the capacity of the public service and immediately skewing fiscal projections.     

 

Yet liquidity supply alone will not ensure demand in the real economy if choice of goods 

remains limited (as it will likely be increasingly due to state intervention). Where choice of 

goods is limited, excess liquidity will almost surely translate into higher prices for the few 

goods available. This may be a place where new (financial) products may help, discussed 

below in section III.A.4. 
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The third level, from the standpoint of solvency of financial institutions, focuses on having 

closer to real-time reporting in order to coordinate timely responses. Batch reporting of 

financial data, for both listed and private companies, are retrospective and fail to capture 

dynamic financial changes. This pertains, for instance, to all annual, quarterly or monthly 

reports required by financial regulation. These numbers are outdated and fairly useless for 

steering an economy through a crisis.  

 

RegTech and SupTech systems could provide important tools in this context. In the present 

crisis, concerns are not emanating from financial institutions but rather from the potential 

impact of the crisis on governments, firms and individuals and the potential knock-on impacts 

this may have on the financial sector. Given the very rapid change in economic conditions, 

systems for collecting and analysing data and its impact through RegTech and SupTech offer 

important tools as they provide more granular and real time information about financial health. 

Through the same infrastructure set up for longer periods regulators could require significant 

institutions to report core data that could subsequently be used for economic projections and 

to model crisis impact scenarios.1 Regrettably, while RegTech and SupTech systems could 

provide essential tools in this respect, they unfortunately cannot be put in place quickly, and 

not in the context of a crisis such as this one. 

 

The fourth level, from the standpoint of the financial health of individuals, businesses and 

governments, focuses on leveraging existing FinTech solutions. The increased reliance on 

grocery and food delivery services has provided to be both a blessing and a curse. On the one 

hand, these services enable physical distancing and self-isolation, however when these food 

delivery systems fail, panic buying in physical supermarkets can prevail. Communication 

technology in the form of online learning, tutoring, education and marketing is increasing and 

this trend will likely continue.  

 

III. Economic impact: Maximizing digital channels 

 

Digital finance offers potentially important tools in directing resources quickly and 

efficiently to the stakeholders that need it the most.  In particular we focus on the strategies 

and solutions available to mitigate economic and human impact.  

 

In the present situation, economic impact results from short-term factors (but these could, at 

some point, turn into structural factors, which would in turn require different strategies). 

Digital financial tools are capable of achieving traditional crisis management objectives with 

greater potency and accuracy than was historically possible. This may well be one advantage 

of governments in the current crisis which they did not have previously. The data-driven 

nature of digital finance provides policymakers with the ability to structure and scale 

stimulus with precision. The question is whether that capability is sufficiently mature and 

whether the information is available, readable and in front of the decision makers. 

Consolidating, curating and monitoring collected information is a core pillar of crisis-

readiness that may well be tragically revealed to be lacking in the current pandemic.      

 

 

  

 
1 Sylvia Shepperson, ‘RegTech the smart future for model risk management’ (21 June 2018) FinExtra, 
https://www.finextra.com/blogposting/15496/regtech---the-smart-future-for-model-risk-management  
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A. Directed financial assistance 

 

In times of upheaval people need the means to secure the essentials of food, shelter and 

clothing. As long as basic market conditions still hold, and the situation has not deteriorated 

into riots and looting, commercial exchange will remain the only legitimate way to secure such 

essentials. Digital financial platforms, and digital wallets in particular, can deliver funds to 

those in need rapidly and accurately. One of the criticisms of banks in the current COVID-19 

crisis in China has been their relatively slow response to ease the financial burden on virus 

victims.2  

 

Although several banks in the Chinese market have responded to the crisis with measures such 

as mortgage relief, credit card payment holidays and corporate loan readjustments, they have 

been criticised for taking too long to act. In Australia and other developed nations, it has taken 

much much longer for banks to react – and they have done so only after the government has 

taken the lead. The timeframe for these relief measures have been in the ‘weeks and months’ 

since the virus was first discovered. China’s big-tech companies, Alibaba and Tencent, have 

accustomed the Chinese public to rapid and customised service in nearly all realms of digital 

life. We now live in a world of on-demand entertainment and Amazon Prime timeframes. In 

the era of instantaneous tech, this response time of banks appears to many to be too slow.  

 

As noted by Finews.asia: 

 

As more technology companies gain digital banking licenses, banks can no longer 

operate as they used to. They also cannot claim to be the source of vital 'life-lines' for 

their customers, if they do not demonstrate the timeliness of actions during critical 

times.  If incumbent banks want to have a place in their clients' hearts, they must 

respond in the way that big techs do, and see themselves as part of the ecosystems 

they serve. 

 

 

B. Public programmes 

 

Many governments around the world have announced direct government stimulus packages to 

limit broad economic hardship and avert a sharp economic downturn. Some of these programs, 

such as Australia’ so called ‘JobKeeper’ program are premised on granular information that is 

to be cross references with other data points.3 Most policymakers believe the pandemic will 

result in a broad economic tsunami rather than disruption in only certain limited sectors (i.e. 

travel, hospitality). Many of the initiatives announced include those seeking to ensure 

sufficient liquidity to support markets, instil business and consumer confidence (or at least 

allay fear) and stimulate demand. 

 

In addressing economic impact, the starting point is to identify market constraints and those 

groups most likely to be impacted. Effective policies and public programmes require sufficient 

 
2 https://www.finews.asia/finance/31047-big-techs-corona-crisis-covid19-hong-kong-china-singapore-
response-fintech-alibaba-boc-hsbc-stanchart-axa?start=1 
3 Such as: 1) How an employee has been in their position (must be at least 1 year) 2)  turnover thresholds of 

employers (under or over $1billion)  3) Percentage of business downturn since 1 March 2020 (under $1billion 

must be at least 30% downturn in turnover and over $1billion – 50% downturn. See 

https://www.business.gov.au/risk-management/emergency-management/coronavirus-information-and-
support-for-business/jobkeeper-payment      
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calibration to target supply side obstacles in the provision of those essential needs that underpin 

social cohesion (food security, hygiene and medical supplies), in unison with stimulating 

aggregate demand. These targeted measure will seek to address issues relating to liquidity 

(temporary loss of income, business etc) as well as solvency.  

 

At this stage, impact is widespread across individuals, SMEs, larger firms and 

publicinstitutions (such as hospitals). Impact on governments and the financial sector is so far 

limited but can be expected to increase in both cases dramatically the longer the crisis continues 

as tax revenues, in particular, fall precipitately. 

 

In addition to mechanisms for monitoring financial and economic conditions, digital finance 

offers the potential to directly target financial resources rapidly to those experiencing the 

greatest impact. A combination of digital identity frameworks combined with widespread 

availability of financial and mobile money accounts provides the greatest potential for 

delivering resources directly to consumers. In countries where such systems have been put in 

place, they should provide the foundations for the design of appropriate programmes and 

delivery of financial resources using algorithms prioritizing different factors such as age, 

health, social commitment, professional qualifications, and others. For the time being, at least, 

it appears the politics surrounding these types of social programs and assessments is less 

polarised and more conciliatory.   

 

Governments, NGOs and international organizations should seek to work with payment, 

financial and telecommunications providers to use whatever resources are available in terms 

of rapid targeted delivery. Cheques mailed over a period of months are really unlikely to have 

the desired level of effectiveness.  

 

The table below sets out a sample of digital tools available in various countries, how they may 

be relevant and who they could be used to assist.   

 

 

Tools & Examples 

Tools Example Relevance Beneficiary 

Digital Identity Aadhar  Identification of individual 

health status   

Gov / PubicThe  

Transfer e-Tunai Rakyat Instant disbursement of fund 

to beneficiary in closed loop 

Public / SME 

Peer-to-Peer Lending Club Direct lending origination & 

ROI above central banks 

SME / Public 

Crowdfunding GoFundMe 

KickStarter 

Pre-finance products using 

public support 

SME / Public 

Invoice factoring Funding Society Unlocking future income to 

limit liquidity issues 

SME 
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AML / KYC Comply 

Advantage 

Scalable identification of 

source of fund of micro-

donation 

NGO 

InsurTech Ping An Shorter reimbursement of cost 

to provider / claimant  

Public / Hospitals 

Sharing economy Uber / Grab / 

Gojek 

Mobilized under-utilized 

assets & co-ordinate resources 

Gov / SME 

 

For SMEs short term tools include the capacity to unlock future income by looking at invoice 

factoring solutions. However, this requires digitization of invoices, which might not be 

commonplace in developing markets. Moreover in developed countries, many businesses have 

lost all future income due to the cessation of client orders. Another tech approach heavily 

reliant on current and accurate information  includes strategic cash injections aimed at 

businesses to avoid mass unemployment, loss of infrastructure and deterioration of the skills 

base thus holding the economic situation in a state of readiness in preparation for a rapid 

kickstart as soon as the health crises wanes. For instance, states could rely on tax authorities to 

trigger reverse transactions based on the last VAT, corporate tax and income / salary tax 

records. Certain types of businesses may also be suitable for crowdfunding (see below). 

Governments which have at various times limited the use of crowdfunding platforms in their 

jurisdictions, could support suitable campaigns by declaring officially their partial regulatory 

blessing. 

  

1. Digital Identity 

 

Digital identities and other official repositories of population data provide the available means 

for government to pursue and implement remedial policies particular in the context of direct 

fiscal assistance. The financial crisis of 2008 saw substantial resources in some jurisdictions 

wasted through the misallocation of stimulus payments to deceased or non-existent citizens. 

Digital identities should ensure that only intended recipients will receive stimulus payments. 

The threat of fraud and identity theft can be greatly minimised through the roll out of digital 

identity infrastructure.   

 

2. Behaviour Management  

 

The uncharacteristic grocery store panics that have swept many developed economies are in 

many cases products of the digital dissemination of information. The issue of ‘fake news’ and 

popular misinformation through social media has been an issue of international significance 

for several years. The overlap between social media and digital finance has been growing with 

services such as WhatsApp Pay and WeChat Pay emerging as extensions of popular messaging 

platforms. As these payment platforms develop further and become more widely adopted, this 

overlap creates an opportunity for the correlation of message dissemination patterns with 

purchasing behaviour potentially signalling early stage panic shopping and even pinpointing 

the products the panic focus upon (hand sanitizer, toilet paper, pasta etc).  

 

The social distancing and quarantine policies that have been adopted in many parts of the world 

have also seen a massive increase in e-commerce. The use of digital financial platforms to 

shop, pay and organise delivery of all types of goods has grown exponentially in Q1 2020, 

with the pattern only increasing in Q2. Depending on how long these policies remain in place, 
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and how well the delivery services work, they will evoke behavioural change. A 2010 

University College London university study focusing on human psychology concluded that it 

takes 66 days to create a habit.4 What begins as a temporary lifestyle change, can, given enough 

time, become a new daily norm. As digital finance platforms take a more prominent roil in 

people’s lives throughout this crisis – some of these changes in behaviour will stick.  

 

Digital purchasing platforms could be used to limit the freedom of shoppers to bulk buy 

through implementing time-based quotas. The growth in and sophistication of app-based and 

online budgeting tools has seen the potential of identifying and categorizing financial 

transactions improve remarkably in recent years. Open banking platforms that provide third 

parties with customer banking information could also be leveraged to identify purchase 

behaviour, and aggregate data for panic identification and quota implementation. As Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) analytics technology develops, such sources of information can be easily 

correlated with other data sets (such as, for example, social media communications) to provide 

even more specific measures of public sentiment. 

 

3. Information Sharing  

 

Information is the life blood of the digital economy. From advertising to detection of criminal 

activities, being able to access and use information is critical.  As with war, in the midst of a 

crisis (especially this crisis), accurate information can mean life or death. Establishing a well-

funded coordinating body – such as a Health Stability Board – as a crisis management tool 

could ensure timely information exchange – especially between the public and private sectors. 

Emergency government powers may be used to overcome data privacy and protection 

obstacles and intensify information exchange on health and financial / economic matters.  

 

The wisdom of crowds is perhaps most apparent in the context of mass consumer behaviour. 

The purchasing behaviour of the consuming public provides real-time indications of trends and 

fashions and can, as readily, highlight public consternation and full-blown panics. Using digital 

financing tools to aggregate purchase information (of medical supplies, for example, or toilet 

paper) can help identify emerging panics in population centres.  

 

On a more practical level, various online communities around the world have begun to 

organically co-ordinate and crowdsource information in order to help efficiently design, 

manufacture and distribute medical supplies where they are needed most. These groups include 

engineers, chemists, logistics expert and many other professionals as discussions and ideas are 

moderated and filtered through various socially co-ordinated channels.  

 

4. Tokenization 

 

Liquidity supply alone will not ensure demand in the real economy if choice of goods remains 

limited (as it will likely be increasingly due to state intervention). Where choice of goods is 

limited excess liquidity will almost surely translate into higher prices for the few goods 

available. Where real goods are limited, digitally created financial goods (by way of token 

offerings) or new digital services (eg. entertainment and news) could partially consume the 

excess liquidity in an orderly manner, but mis-selling and fraud will be likely. However, 

tokens, online banking and mobile money schemes could also be used to channel funds faster 

to consumers to provide financial support and to support economic activity.  

 
4 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ejsp.674 
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IV. Human Impact: Continuity mechanism in time of disruption  

 

Digital finance is not at the core of addressing health and human impact in a pandemic. It does 

however play a central role in addressing financial and economic impact and can also provide 

important tools to support health and human impact strategies and policies. 

A. Health Risk Management 

 

In particular, digital finance provides tools for monitoring potential epidemic outbreaks. It also 

provides mechanisms to direct financial resources to individuals, health care providers and 

others which are necessary for them to provide their major functions and provides other 

potential mechanisms to finance responses, particularly in developing countries but also in 

other contexts. 

 

Use of telecoms and search data in particular can be valuable. Beyond this, the ability to 

mobilise medical services and advice remotely (‘telemedicine’) relates directly to the 

availability of communications infrastructure (particularly internet and mobile but also fixed 

line) and of electronic payment mechanisms, from the government, individuals, businesses, 

etc. 

 

And of course, e-tokens could be used for disseminating scarce goods to those with the greatest 

needs, substituting for recipes being transmitted by postal delivery services where the delivery 

man or woman is both significantly exposed to the risk of being infected and a significant risk 

to those receiving deliveries. 

 

In addition, from the standpoint of social distancing, e-commerce is vital. So far, this has been 

widely available in the countries worst hit by this crisis, but will be far less common in 

developing countries going forward. Even where e-commerce is present, it will be crucial to 

use technology for facilitating delivery over the last mile to avoid human contact between 

delivery service provider and recipient. Examples of the range of initiatives are set out in the 

table below. 

 

Tools & Examples 

Tools Example Relevance Beneficiar

y 

E-Commerce Amazon 

Prime 

Provide logistic delivery network for 

deployment of material 

Public / 

SME 

HealthTech Babylon Tele-medecine in order to evaluate 

individual situation 

Public / 

Hospitals 

EdTech Edx SME digitization to access FinTech 

services 

SME 

Alternative 

Data 

Klarna Re-evaluate credit scoring methods with 

dynamic sources 

Public / 

SME  

Gig Economy Deliveroo Leverage on mobile workforce to reach Public 
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isolated people 

WealthTech  Trezeo Smoothen irregular income with investment 

product  

Public 

Mobile Phones DemystData Mapping of individual movement to 

estimate cluster spread 

Public / 

Hospitals 

ISP RTR (AT) Adjust bandwidth-cap to maintain service 

connectivity  

Gov / 

SME 

 

During this crisis, governments could look at digital identity to have a dynamic understanding 

of the financial and personal health of individuals. In particular, as individuals recover health-

wise, it becomes increasingly important to redirect our focus back to the economic crisis. We 

could also consider alternative technological approaches for monitoring. For instance, all 

people who have developed immunity could be assigned a personalized token with key health 

and qualification data that comes with a greater degree of personal freedom. Wherever the 

priority lies and depending on the need, the token holder may be required to assist elderly and 

persons at risk and/or perform crucial economic and production functions. Through the token, 

the respective priorities could be adjusted short term, taking into account the region, 

qualifications and social commitments of the token holders. 

 

 

B. Insurance 

 

The availability of insurance (medical, travel, pet) via online platforms has grown 

exponentially in recent years. As COVID-19 has spread, the demand for insurance has also 

increased. Notably, however, the declaration of COVID-19 as an pandemic rendered many 

existing travel insurance policies ineffectual and left many others in a grey area in relation to 

claims that are contingent on the ascertainment of booking dates, cancelation terms and other 

relevant criteria. A significant volume of insurance disputes arising from the COVID-19 

situation are therefore to be expected.  

 

In order to alleviate distress and simplify the resolution of insurance-related financial disputes, 

online dispute resolution services such as the private UK service ‘Resolver’ – as well as other 

public and private online dispute resolution platforms may have a vital role in the recovery 

process (particularly in light of emerging social distancing guidelines).      

 

Attaining insurance through digital platforms has never been easier. The responsiveness of 

InsurTech platforms to the epidemic has been most visible in China especially with WeSure 

(the insurance arm of Chinese tech giant Tencent). WeSure has rapidly launched a suite of 

insurance products aimed at protecting potential Corona Virus victims (covering a wide scope 

of potential policyholders from medical personnel to SMEs). Xiang Hu Bao, a Chinese mutual 

aid platform (i.e. insurance provider backed by Ant Financial) has even piloted the use of 

blockchain data verification to fast track payments to virus victims and avoid face-to-face 

transactions.   

 

Beyond being a shrewd financial move, WeSure has even launched a free insurance policy open 

to all Chinese citizens aged 0-65 as part of its corporate social responsibility obligations to 

further support the Chinese people and the fight against the virus. The move also clearly 
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communicates the message that ‘you are safe in our eco-system’ - blurring the lines between 

the real and virtual worlds in a way sure to favour Big Tech organisations.    

 

 

C. Contactless Payments 

 

The norms of social interaction are shifting due to concerns over the spread of the virus. People 

across the world have been instructed to minimise physical contact in the course of their 

everyday lives in order to slow its spread. Digital wallets supporting contactless payment and 

other forms of contactless transacting are proving to be not only more convenient and faster 

than traditional cash or card transactions, but also far more hygienic. The decades-old drive 

towards a cashless society now has an even more compelling driver. This is a field ripe for 

further, and ongoing, behavioural change.  

 

D. Crowdfunding  

 

Crowdfunding initiatives (and their supporting platforms) are emerging as vital decentralized 

lifelines in times when the capabilities of centralised governmental control are being severely 

tested. Members of the public who might otherwise feel powerless in the face of the virus, have 

committed millions of dollars to COVID-19-related crowdfunded causes – these include 

everything from a high profile crowd funding campaign launched by football superstar Zlatan 

Ibrahimović, to less high-profile causes relating to people facing economic hardship due to 

virus-related  job loss. Even the Centre for Disease Control (CDC) has turned to crowdfunding, 

whilst a GoFundMe page for the San Raffaele hospital in Milan has so far raised over 4 million 

Euros. Leading Ethereum crowdfunding platform GitHub has also announced it will have a 

public health focussed funding round.  

 

Although start-up funding via crowdfunding platforms will take a hit due to the virus, the 

platforms themselves are proving both useful and versatile. The case can even be made that 

crowdfunding is in fact helping the fight against corona virus through its ability to financially 

support, for example, frontline medical staff who have contracted the virus and been forced 

into self-isolation (without pay).  

 

Crowdfunding can also support local initiatives. Individuals can invest using token-based or 

crowdfunding schemes directly into their local or regional economy to provide a local boost 

and get higher yields.  

 

E. Digital currencies 

 

The decentralized nature of many cryptocurrencies can mitigate the danger of operational 

disruption due to a severe outbreak in a particular area. The advantages of a decentralised 

operational structure could come very much to the fore in this context. However, this has not 

stopped the price of Bitcoin, the most well-known cryptocurrency, from falling dramatically in 

recent weeks as a result of the pandemic, belying its digital ‘safe haven’ reputation.   

 

Certainly one of the more controversial innovations where digital finance and the COVID-19 

crisis overlap has been the development of a so-called ‘CoronaCoin’ crypto-currency 

announced in early February. The idea behind the token is that the supply of the coin will 

diminish every 2 days at a rate connected with the fatalities caused by the virus. This will push 

up the price of the coin, rewarding investors with a return. The total supply of tokens is based 
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on the global population and 20% of proceeds will be donated to the Red Cross. What utility 

the coin provides, or where the coin can be used remains unclear and many (including Forbes 

magazine) have labelled the cryptocurrency a macabre gimmick. Since its launch the coin has 

lost 83% of its value and has not had any noticeable impact.       

 

As noted by the developers of CoronaCoin, however, the idea of a cryptocurrency where virus 

or diseases are an underlying asset-condition, is not dissimilar to the World Banks 2017 

‘Pandemic Bonds’ which were designed to help developing nations facing infectious disease 

outbreaks (but which are currently being offloaded by investors and have never, even now, 

paid out) .   

 

A more recent cryptocurrency innovation (due to launch April 2) that has been inspired by the 

COVID-19 pandemic is a ‘Corona Fund Index Cryptocurrency’ (CFIX). CFIX describes itself 

as inversely correlated to the S&P 500 through “the backing of an inverse-exchange-traded 

fund (ETF)”. On its website CFIX states: 

 

The Corona Fund Index Cryptocurrency is a HashCash charitable initiative 

to combat the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. 

 

HashCash is raising funds to help all those affected by the novel coronavirus 

across geographies and provide financial aid to nonprofits and research 

organizations. The goal is to prevent the depletion of resources required for 

the development of advanced treatments, vaccines, and drugs. 

 

It is claimed that 90% of the trading fees generated through the sale of this 

cryptocurrency will go towards fighting the proliferation of the pandemic through not 

for profit organisations.  

 

In addition, central bank digital currencies (CBDCs) could also provide useful tools in 

connecting financial resources to individuals, businesses, NGOs and government. 

 

F. Remittance Services 

 

Remittances serve as an important plank and lifeline for many economies around the world 

(Philippines, Bangladesh, Nepal). Based on central bank data, of the top 30 remittance recipient 

countries, 19 have reported declines in the first 2 months of 2020. The situation is expected to 

worsen as the pandemic progresses and travel bans continue. Despite some governments in 

remittance dependant economies denying the impact of COVID-19 on inward remittances, the 

figures are clear. The effects of a global economic slowdown and widespread job losses will 

obviously impact low-skilled migrant workers in construction and hospitality industries in 

many regions where there will be a contraction in those sectors.   

 

As noted in a recent Brookings study looking at the impact of the Pandemic on Africa, 

remittances in 13 African countries are equivalent to at least 5% of GDP in each of those states 

– and can range as high as 23% ( Lesotho). Similar concerns are being voiced in relation to 

Latin American economies. 

 

With many sectors scaling back or ceasing their activities in line with social distancing 

mandates, only essential services are being allowed to continue. In most jurisdictions that 
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includes banks. Non-bank exchange houses and remittance service providers are not in such a 

clear category.  

 

The role of online remittances and the use of mobile money, digital wallets and other non-

physical remittance digital infrastructure platforms will be a crucial. People are being limited 

from going to physical remittance service providers to send and receive money. Digital 

platforms, digital cash and digital wallets will be key to ensuring that the financial symptoms 

of the Pandemic are not harsher than they need to be.  

 

G. Personal Retirement Funding 

 

The impact of the virus on share markets around the world has exposed may retirees and near-

retirees to massive losses. In jurisdictions where there are compulsory retirement savings 

obligations (401K in the US and the Superannuation system in Australia for example) share 

market fluctuations have caused the single biggest immediate losses to individuals of all 

financial impacts. Retirement savings is one financial sphere where technology has yet to result 

in the same degree of disruption as in other contexts. Although most participants in these 

schemes are oblivious to what is happening to their savings, even if they wanted to actively 

participate in where or how their retirement nest eggs are invested, it would be far from straight 

forward. With managed funds, the best one could hope for would be a spectrum of investment 

options ranging from ‘cash’ (less risky) to ‘high return’ (more risky) investment configurations. 

The extent to which technology could assist individual savers manage their retirements savings 

is even more acute with self-managed funds. The ability to execute changes in investment 

options rapidly can be greatly enhanced through digital technology (including DLT). At 

present, the lag between change requests and execution (upto several days) is too slow to 

respond to the pace of economic changes and government announcements taking place.  

 

Ironically, the newest technologies in financial management may benefit the oldest  members 

of our community the most.     

 

V. Risks of Technologies 

 

Digital finance brings important tools which can be very valuable, but also new forms of risk. 

In particular there are increasing concerns about the robustness of fundamental digital 

infrastructure – the internet and communications systems – in addition to concerns about the 

digital financial infrastructure. The more people work remotely and separately, the greater the 

stress on these systems, in particular on the internet generally and on the security of VPN and 

other systems. Besides the obvious – insufficient bandwith and reliability of server backbones 

– stress in crisis times could stem from very hands-on issues, such as that spare parts for 

networks are hardly available due to delays on shipping and border controls, and systems 

engineers less available to install them due to additional work from and at home, sickness or 

state-initiated concentration of systems engineers’ capacity for crucial services (as defined by 

public authorities). Further, increasing use of the internet could shift energy demand from 

industrial users to services and consumers – with a potentially detrimental effect where energy 

supply and infrastructure is tailored for different user groups. The increasing ubiquity of digital 

finance also raises cyber risks in addition to digital infrastructure risks, whether of payments, 

securities, cloud or the internet. Moreover, digital proliferation brings increasing risks of crime, 

with the most rapidly growing area of crime being digital crime. 
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Finally, a major policy consideration will be how technologies (such as digital identification 

and tracking) can be misused. In addition to control over the movement of people, we have also 

good reason to fear interference with free speech and the right to express opinions – all in the 

name of health. Apparently justified by medical needs we already see first examples where 

executive emergency powers are abused – we expect this trend to continue the longer the crisis 

looms on to the same extent that the crisis erodes the stability of a country’s institutions. 

 

VI. Conclusion  

 

A crisis is not the time to try to implement entirely new digital and technological solutions. It 

is the time to use the digital infrastructure already in place to far greater and potentially new 

effects, and the best way to do this may well be for governments to convene (electronic) 

gatherings of financial sector and FinTech experts to explore what can be done in each country. 

Mobile money and other payment infrastructures can be used to direct targeted payments to the 

people and small businesses most in need. These digital payment infrastructures offer speed 

and traceability. Trust and certainty need to be preserved and enhanced. Rapidly effected 

support payments going to those who need them most work to achieve both ends.   

 

As quarantine procedures are being implemented in countries where the virus has appeared, 

millions of people around the world are being restricted from leaving their homes in what is 

dubbed ‘social distancing’. This is changing people’s habits. This change can be measured by 

looking at the significant spike in e-commerce activity, home entertainment use adoption (ie. 

streaming services) and home delivery services. Digital financial services and payment 

platforms are a key component of the online commercial sphere people have been forced to 

use.     

 

The response to COVID-19 is essentially a largescale social experiment. The shock is priming 

people’s behaviour towards more online and digital options. Once the crisis resolves, it is very 

likely that the habits, cost savings and convenience factors revealed to large swathes of 

consumers through this crisis will result in permanent behavioural changes.   

 

There is a precedent. Following the 2008 crisis, financial institutions began to favour video-

conference meetings over cross-border travel as part of cost cutting measures. Banks invested 

in the necessary hardware and people were incentivised to use these (at the time – new) tools. 

Ten years later, videoconferencing is the norm for many meetings around the world and is 

sustaining many sectors (such as education) in these unprecedented times.   

 

Given that the digital infrastructure already exists, the COVID-19 outbreak will likely be the 

catalyst propelling an even faster adoption of activities relying on digital financial services. In 

the meantime, the intelligent, creative use of digital means offers much in the battle to alleviate 

the social, economic, and some health consequences of the crisis.   

 

From a personal standpoint, as individuals, we each need to focus on maintaining our own 

health and that of those around us. We also need to focus clearly on understanding facts and 

analyses as opposed to panic and rumours. Take care of your health but also think, think 

carefully about the information, think carefully about your actions from the standpoint of your 

friends and family. Take the time to reach out. It always helps. 

 

From the standpoint of businesses, this is the time to think about that shop or  restaurant or 

company that produces something you like and maybe not to drop in, but to see if you can 
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order something online. And this is where the real power of digital finance comes in. The 

ability to use systems of eCommerce that allow us to avoid face to face interactions at times 

where that is necessary and better direct financial resources where they are most useful. 

 

From the wider social context, be aware that your actions have an important role in how we all 

do this together, and think about what is happening in your immediate neighbourhood, and how 

this is progressing more broadly.  

 

And from the standpoint of industry, think about how can we use technology to reach out to 

governments, to businesses, to individuals, to NGOs, to international organisations, to try to 

put our expertise to use in better directing resources to solving these problems together. 
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