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Before we have a look at what exactly is happening in the M-pesa sub agent market here are 

some quick figures about M-pesa from Safaricom’s 2012/2013 financial year. Note the data in 

bold: 

 M-PESA now Contributes 18% of Safaricom’s total revenue. 

 M-PESA revenue grew by 29.5% to 21.84 billion. 

 M-PESA now has 10.5 million active users.  

 There are 65,547 M-PESA agents. 26,000 M-PESA agents were added in the last 

financial year. 
 Kshs 522bn was transacted between customers within M-PESA. 

 Kshs 444bn was deposited into M-PESA via agents. 

 Kshs 390bn was withdrawn from M-PESA via agent. 
 32% of airtime top-ups were done directly through M-PESA. 

 
 

How M-pesa Agency / Sub Agency Works 

Basically an M-pesa agent receives deposits from customers, lets customer’s withdrawal cash and 

registers new customers. Presently there are 3 levels of M-pesa agents: 

 

1. Super Agents 

These are largely banks and big retailers who are able to maintain a float of above 

500,000 

 

2. Agents / Aggregators   

This is the principal agent who operates a number of tills.   He is also the 

aggregator who recruits sub agents.  Officially he is supposed to recruit subagents 

and help them meet conditions of operation as laid out by Safaricom. To become 

this kind of aggregator Agent one has to apply directly to Safaricom.  Among the 

requirements are:  

- Prospective agent must be a limited company or its equivalent with at least 3 

outlets to offer M-pesa under the company’s name. 

- The company must have traded for a minimum period of 6 months  
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- Agent’s outlets must be in at least 2 different provinces and shall be audited 

prior to commencement of business. Only applications for outlets in 

opportunity areas are considered 

- The minimum M-pesa Float for super agents is Ksh.100,000 per store 

- The agent must invest Ksh.100,000 for simex (sim replacement cards) 

- Also Kshs 100,000 float per store for additional outlets 

 

3. Sub Agents 

A sub agent operates under the agent. (Think of sub agents as the numerous small 

M-pesa outlets everywhere) The agent is supposed to recruit the sub agent.   

Officially the way it should work is as follows; 

- The sub agent is recruited and operates under the Agent but he is aggregated, 

meaning the sub agent is directly registered with Safaricom. 

- The sub agent gets a till to carry out M-pesa transactions. 

- The sub agent should get a store management till, which he uses to manage 

his float. This is for instance in partnership with a bank. Safaricom will 

deposit his commissions directly to the corresponding account. 

- Sub agents are supposed to maintain a minimum float of Ksh. 30,000.           

- The sub agent keeps 80% of his trading commissions and the Aggregator 

gets his 20%                                                also directly from Safaricom. 

- The sub-agent signs an M-pesa agreement with Aggregator/Agent as per 

Safaricom terms 

- The aggregator helps the sub agent meet all the sub agency conditions at no 

extra cost.   

 

What Actually Happens 

The above looks pretty good but it is the ideal and not the reality of what happens. 

In real sense many of the Agents rather than aggregating the sub agent and 

registering him directly with Safaricom they treat him as their own. In this case the 

Agents receive all the commissions and decide on what ratio to share with the 

subagent it could be anything like 70/30 or 75/25 and sometimes 60/40 or whatever 
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formula they agree on. The Agents insists that the sub agent have a float of 

Ksh.100, 000 and the sub agent has no control of this float as it is managed by the 

Agent. If an agent is closed also the sub agents float money is locked in. They also 

charge goodwill in order to give the sub agent a till. The goodwill depends on the 

dealer. He may consider the location and possible earning in setting the goodwill. 

The range is Ksh.20, 000 – Ksh.100, 000 with most averaging Ksh.50, 000.  

So therefore to become a sub agent one approaches an agent and gets into some 

form of agreement with him.  

An alternative to getting a till directly from an agent is to ‘purchase’ one from a 

sub agent who wishes to quit the business. If clueless where to get a till/line look in 

newspaper classifieds or online classifieds.  Alternatively just approach a 

Safaricom dealer. When you purchase a till from sub agent who quitting the 

business make sure it’s transferred to your name and you sign a contract with the 

dealer. Also find out about the location and exactly why the person is closing shop. 

Officially when an agent recruits a sub agent he is supposed to invite a Safaricom 

M-pesa supervisor to come and approve or disapprove the sub agency. Largely the 

supervisor is supposed to consider the location of the M-pesa shop vis a vis other 

shops in the neighborhood and the population of the area. The idea is to have only 

the right number of shops serving a particular region so as to maximize 

commissions and reach. This rule is more often than not disregarded. 

Another factor to consider is the agreement between you and the super agent as 

regards the commissions.  If you are not aggregated your commissions will be paid 

through the agent who takes a percentage of the commissions. This percentage 

varies from agent to agent but lies between 20 % and 40 %. For instance in the 

recommended 80:20 formula you keep 80% of the commissions while the Agent 

takes 20%.  Make sure to negotiate the best rates and also a definite date by which 

the commissions should be paid.  Some dealers are good at arm twisting. 

Essentially this should be during the first week of the month (By 5
th

 or so). Also try 

negotiating with the agents so that you get a statement every month which shows 

the transactions and the commissions earned.  
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Operations – Withdrawals, Deposits and Float 

 

There are two major transactions in M-pesa: 

 

1.      M-pesa Withdrawal – Withdrawal occurs when a customer seeks to convert 

cash held in his M-pesa account (electronic cash) to hard cash. Thus he sends the 

e-cash to a sub agent who in return gives him hard cash. 

 

2.      M-pesa Deposit – Deposit occurs when the customer gives a sub agent hard 

cash and in return he sends him the electronic cash. 

 

Both these transactions affect your Float which is basically the balance between 

the electronic cash and hard cash.  

After a withdrawal your electronic cash amount will increase but the hard cash will 

decrease. 

 

After a deposit the hard cash will increase but the electronic cash will reduce. 

 

Here is an example of how the float is affected after every transaction. 

 

Transaction Type     

Withdrawal Deposit Electronic Cash  

Balance 

Hard Cash 

Balance 

- - 100,000 100,000 

10,000   110,000 90,000 

- 5,000 105,000 95,000 

3000 - 108,000 92,000 

4,000 - 112,000 89,000 

        

 

Ideally the float should remain balanced. But that is almost impossible. Sometimes 

a sub agent has more customers withdrawing than depositing or vice versa. For 
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instance if you transact more withdrawals than deposits you end up in a situation 

where you have so much of electronic cash but less of  hard cash thus customers 

cant withdrawal anymore.  

On the other hand if you transact more deposits than withdrawals you end up with 

much hard cash but little electronic cash and thus you can’t take anymore deposits. 

In this case you need to buy electronic cash by depositing money in your store 

management account if you are aggregated or Agents account if you are not. 

Officially the process of managing the electronic cash and hard cash is called Float 

Management. Nowadays couples of banks (especially KCB) offer float 

management services to M-pesa agents and sub agents. This means they offer you 

credit/loans to fulfill your float needs. 

Note if you are aggregated you should have 2 tills; one for customer transactions 

and the other for store management.  

 

How Does A Sub Agent Make Money? 

 

For every M-pesa withdrawal Safaricom charges the customer a transaction fee. A 

sub agent gets a percentage of this fee as commission. Though Safaricom does not 

charge M-pesa customers for deposits it pays the sub agent a commission for every 

deposit made through his till. The total commissions a sub agent gets are net after 

taxations and the Agent’s / Aggregators   share. 

The table below shows the commissions of various transactions. With the slight 

increase in M-pesa fee the commissions have changed a little (Will update) 
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Agent Commissions for Transactions Percentage of Transaction Value Received As Commission 

Transaction 

Bands (KShs) 

(Registered 

Customers) 

(Unregistered 

Customers) 

Deposit 

Registered 

Users 

Only 

Mean of 

Transaction 

Range 

Withdrawal 

Registered 

Customers 

Withdrawal 

(None 

Registered 

Customers) 

Deposit 

(Registered 

Customers 

Only) 

10 49 N/A N/A N/A 29.5 N/A N/A N/A 

50 100 5 N/A 4 75 6.67% N/A 5.33% 

101 500 8 8 8 300.5 2.66% 2.66% 2.66% 

501 1,000 10 10 9 750.5 1.33% 1.33% 1.20% 

1,001 1,500 12 12 10 1250.5 0.96% 0.96% 0.80% 

1,501 2,500 15 15 11 2000.5 0.75% 0.75% 0.55% 

2,501 3,500 20 20 12 3000.5 0.67% 0.67% 0.40% 

3,501 5,000 25 25 14 4250.5 0.59% 0.59% 0.33% 

5,001 7,500 30 30 20 6250.5 0.48% 0.48% 0.32% 

7,501 10,000 35 35 28 8750.5 0.40% 0.40% 0.32% 

10,001 15,000 45 45 40 12500.5 0.36% 0.36% 0.32% 

15,001 20,000 60 60 55 17500.5 0.34% 0.34% 0.31% 

20,001 25,000 65 65 71 22500.5 0.29% 0.29% 0.32% 

25,001 30,000 70 70 87 27500.5 0.25% 0.25% 0.32% 

30,001 35,000 70 70 103 32500.5 0.22% 0.22% 0.32% 

35,001 40, 

000 100 N/A 
119 

37500.5 
0.27% N/A 0.32% 

40,001 45,000 150 N/A 135 42500.5 0.35% N/A 0.32% 

45,001 50,000 180 N/A 150 47500.5 0.38% N/A 0.32% 

50,001 70,000 200 N/A 190 60000.5 0.33% N/A 0.32% 
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              Competition & Survival 

(Base January 2013) 

 

Number of M-pesa agents in the 

country  

65,547 

 
Average number of M-pesa outlets in 

urban centers & estates 

3 within a 50 meters radius 

 
Number that have opened On Average 2 M-pesa sub agents open 

within a radius of 300 meters open every 

month. 

 
Numbers that have existed for over 1 

year 

 7 in 10 outlets 

Number that have closed  On average 1 M-pesa sub agent in 10 close 

every month 
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 Ideally Safaricom set to map M-pesa outlets in such a way that only one outlet 

operated within a certain radius of course, as mentioned, keeping in mind factors 

like population, income or activities of the area.  The purpose of this was to ensure 

the agents earn reasonable commissions to keep him in business and motivated. 

This rule has been disregarded and now there are outlets sometimes within 10 

meters of each other though located in low population areas.  

 Looking at the figures the M-pesa market is saturated. This means though there 

exists opportunities, there is no room for exceptional growth; the business will 

remain average and small... at least in the short and medium term. This can 

however change if there are disruptive policies changes say in the sharing of 

commissions or more than marginal growth in the economy which will lead to a 

geometrical increase in transactions. For instance some agents have proposed a 

reward method where they get a share of fees charged to customers they have 

registered every time they transact. 

 The barriers to entry in the business are relatively minimal. Unlike 3 or so 

years when the process of acquiring a till was bureaucratic, the process nowadays 

is simpler and less costly. This means there will be more players entering the 

market and competition will increase. Though there are more consumers joining 

Reasons For Closing 

Low returns & Losses – 41 % 

Disagreements with agents – 
19% 

Freeze by Safaricom / Agent -
11%

Other – 29 % 
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the M-pesa payments system, the growth is not enough to provide a significant 

increase in income for the sub agents. 

 Also the fact that M-pesa is becoming part of everyday life of many mobile 

users it means there will always be demand for the service. This is enough to 

motivate investors to open sub agency businesses knowing that there will always 

people demanding the service, and thus can get a share of the commissions being 

transacted. 

 There are minimal attributes to differentiate one M-pesa outlet from another. 

Branding options are also limited and on the face of it one M-pesa shop is just like 

the other. The market being so it’s preferable to invest in a relatively good location 

and in building loyalty and a positive reputation in service and reliability. 

Reliability in this case means ability to transact any amounts at all times.  

 There is a lot of serendipity in M-pesa services. Someone in a town wants to 

transact and just walks to the M-pesa most convenient to him. Thus the importance 

of a high traffic easily accessible location. 

 Survival depends on the ability to break even and have returns enough to make 

the venture worth. There are quite a high number of M-pesa breaking even but 

making relatively low returns. If another M-pesa sets up in a more strategic 

location within the area, or is more aggressive either in terms of marketing or a 

high float then the low return M-pesa sub agent is not able to survive. 

 Also if such a sub agent is a victim of fraud that drains a substantial amount 

from the business then the business is likely to collapse.  

 Disagreements with sub agents arise mostly when the sub agent is not 

aggregated. In this case the Agent may consistently delay in paying the sub agent 

his commissions, and the sub agent quits. At other times the Agent may be 

‘impatient’ with the little commissions that the sub agent is bringing in and 

frustrate him to quitting. Safaricom may also shut down Agents for various reasons 

ranging from fraud or generally violations of the terms of the contracts. In such a 

case if sub agent is not aggregated he may find his till and savings locked in with 

those of the Agent. 
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 Occasionally Safaricom freezes M-pesa tills with a consistent float problem. 

Sometimes the customers report the sub agent while at other times Safaricom 

officials make impromptu visits to asses the operations of the sub agency. When a 

till is frozen Safaricom usually requests the sub agent to deposit an amount to 

correct the float problem. The amount averages Ksh.100, 000. If a sub agent is not 

able to raise the amount he may opt to quit the business. 

 Still there is competition not necessarily from other M-pesa agents but also 

from other money transfer services. Though at the moment none seems a threat 

they are catching up. E.g. Tangaza and the newly introduced Visa to Visa transfers. 

Money transfer services from other networks are not much of a threat but are 

slowly catching up due to their lower transaction fees and agent side incentives.  

 

                                               

 

                                                Revenue 

 

Average transaction amount per M-

pesa customer 

 Ksh.1,900 

 

Ratio of deposits to withdrawals  43: 57 

Average monthly commissions per 

sub agent 

 Ksh11, 000. 

Average daily transactions per sub 

agent 

 21 

Highest number of transactions 

recorded per agent 

 301 

Lowest number of transactions 

recorded per sub agent 

  6  
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 The figures above are averages for urban and peri urban areas. Revenue 

basically depends on the number of transactions as a sub agent carries in a day. 

Location thus matters.  M-pesa sub agents located in high traffic and strategic areas 

have a high total number of transactions and thus earn more. Sub agents in 

‘business’ locations such as markets and with enough float  build a reputation as 

capable of transacting any amount thus attract a loyal high value customer. 

 As a sub agent your revenue will also largely depend on the float you have. If 

you have high float not only are you able to transact more transactions but those of 

high value which also attract higher commissions. 

 Withdrawals are generally more than deposits. And though withdrawals attract 

higher commissions an excess amount of them will result in float problems. The 

sub agent either has to inject more money in terms of capital to increase the float, if 

not get credit from a supporting bank. Otherwise as a sub agent will find himself 

grounded and can’t do anymore transactions in a particular day. This of course 

affects the revenue negatively. 

 For sub agents operating in residential areas Revenue was relatively high 

among sub agents with a loyal customer base. Loyalty in such areas is developed 

through great customer service, and consistency in terms of availability of float. 

 About 90 % of M-pesa transactions involve amounts below Ksh. 5000. 

To maximize returns its preferable to run an M-pesa business as part of another 

business say a shop, or maximize the space by selling airtime, having a bank ( 

Equity, Cooperative bank, KCB etc) agency or whatever is viable in the area.  

 Safaricom discourages low floats and sometimes penalizes sub agents who are 

low on float. The suspension is lifted when a sub agent deposits Ksh.100, 000.  
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                              Consumer Behavior 

 Most M-pesa transactions are on a walk-in, convenience basis. For instance a 

customer passing along a street receives a call which creates a need to transact and 

drops into the nearest shop. However there are another substantial percentage of 

customers who live or work in the neighborhood of an M-pesa agent. Since 

initially you never know which are walk in and which are resident customers you 

need to give the best to each. The trick is to have as many repeat customers as 

possible. 

 The high number of M-pesa shops means that it is very easy for to defect to 

another if he is not satisfied. 

 Customers identify good service and reliability as the key issues driving their 

loyalty. 

 Good service means simple things like common courtesy when serving the 

customer. “Please give me your ID”, Using the customers name when you get to 

know of it “George please give me your telephone number...” “Thank you” 

 Giving the customer money in the denominations they want where possible. 

Avoid complaining that the customer can’t give you ‘small’ money. For instance if 

a customer wants to deposit Ksh.200 and he has a Ksh.1000 note no need to turn 

him down if you have change.  

 Float – Customers lose confidence in an agent if they develop a reputation as 

“hakuna float”. Build a name as an agent who can transact any amount and you 

will get many repeat customers.  

 Being good to customers does not mean you should extremely ease up on 

Safaricom’s Know Your Customer and other good practices. Once in a while 

Safaricom M-pesa officials make the rounds and may penalize or warn you if you 

compromise so much. 
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                                               Manpower 

 

 

Average no of employees 

 1 

Lowest number of employees  0 (Owner operated paying himself) 

 

Average Salary   Ksh. 6,000 

 

Lowest Salary Recorded  Ksh.3,500 

Average Qualification   KCSE Certificate 

 

Highest qualification  University Degree 

 

 

 Other than salary some M-pesa sub agents pay their employees a percentage of 

total commissions in a month. This is to ensure they do their best to acquire and 

retain customers. There are many cases where the employee ends up earning more 

than the owner of the agency who has to pay rent and power bills.  

 It’s also important to have employees who are keen enough so as not to fall 

prey to fraudsters who mainly target naïve workers who don’t have a very clear 

understanding of how the M-pesa system works. See Fraud below. 
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                                        Fraud  

 

Here are some common types of fraud: 

 

1. An agent or employee will receive a call on their M-pesa line purportedly 

coming from Safaricom M-pesa staff. They will say they are upgrading their 

systems and would like an Agent to confirm some particulars on their 

records. The unwary Agent will disclose all including their agent ID, PIN 

number and even their float balance and the fraudster has enough fodder for 

cleaning the Agent out of the float balance. 

 

Still believing that the call is from M-pesa, the Agent will be duped to key in 

some coded numbers to enable their urgency to be upgraded and woe unto 

them; the float balance is gone. 

 

2. An M-pesa customer whose phone has erroneously received some money 

transfer, the fraudster would call the customer claiming they are from 

Safaricom and directs the customer to go to the nearest M-pesa agent so that 

the erroneous transfer can be removed from his phone by the agent without 

the customer incurring any charges. This customer will dutifully approach 

the nearest M-pesa agent and hands over his phone for communication by 

agent with Safaricom. If the agent is the unthinking type they will do as 

directed by 'Safaricom' only to realize later that they opened themselves to a 

con and their float balance would have disappeared. Make sure any 
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instructions you receive are from the official Safaricom M-pesa customer 

service number. 

 

3. Fake Currency – Be on the lookout for fake currency especially where 

large amounts of cash are involved.  An Ultra Violet (UV) tube which emits 

a purple light. Make sure to check each and every note no matter how large 

the amount is. 

 

They are many numerous types of frauds. Fraudsters keep evolving and you should 

not drop your guard. 

 

 

Sample Data from an M-pesa shop along Kirinyaga Road, Nairobi CBD 

 

‘Purchasing Line’ – Ksh.50, 000 

Float – Ksh.80, 000 

Rent – Ksh. 8,500 

Branding – Ksh. 5000 

Business License – Ksh.10, 000 

Transactions recorded on a Friday last week of the month – 56 

Employee – 1 

Salary – Ksh. 8,000 

Commissions for the previous month – Ksh. 23, 400 
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                       Random Observations 

 

 Every day in the daily newspapers there is an average of two M-pesa sub 

agencies being advertised for sale. The number rises to an average of 11 when ads 

in online classifieds are included. 

 

 Airtel Money currently has more than 4 million users and 6, 000 agents 

countrywide and the number is expected to grow by the end of the year. About 

500,000 transactions are done every month on Airtel Money. Sending money via 

Airtel is free across all networks. 

 

 Airtel has an agency loyalty program known as Mdosi. The program awards 

points for all withdrawals, deposits, airtime top and bill payments via an agent’s 

line. Agents receive one point for every transaction worth Ksh. 100. The points are 

redeemed for various prizes. 
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