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ABSTRACT
Housing microfinance is transforming Africa’s urban peripheries.
While many actors, factors, and processes are driving the
financialization of peripheral urban Africa, social enterprises and
fintech (financial technology) play a key role in making these
spaces the “new real estate frontier”. At the same time, efforts to
promote financial inclusion are hampered by longstanding
challenges related to informality and state bureaucracy that are
becoming important sites of regulatory reform and political
contestation. The rise of housing micro-finance in urban Africa
poses important questions and calls for more critical geographical
research. In this piece, I highlight three themes that deserve
particular attention: models and impacts, informality and fintech,
and restructuring of states and urban governance.
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Introduction

In this short article, I argue that Africa’s urban peripheries are emerging as important
spaces of housing financialization. This process is driven by housing microfinance
institutions (HMFI), including so-called social enterprises, and their innovative use of
financial technology (fintech). Although scholars have recently highlighted the need
for more research on African urban peripheries (Meth et al., 2021) and how financializa-
tion is transforming urban development (Gillespie, 2020; Jorge, 2020; Migozzi, 2020;
Pitcher, 2017), there is very little research on housing microfinance in these spaces
(Grubbauer & Mader, 2021). In the meantime, policymakers, development institutions,
and civil society organizations are busy rolling out housing microfinance schemes in
urban Africa and cities of the South more generally (Grubbauer, 2019, 2020; Grubbauer
& Mader, 2021). Given the rapid uptake of housing microfinance across the African con-
tinent (CAHF, 2022), I argue that they represent the “new real estate frontier” (Gillespie,
2020), calling for critical interrogation and conceptualization from geographers and
scholars in cognisant disciplines.
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This paper aims to serve as a starting point, by beginning to sketch the growth, forms,
and potential impacts of housing microfinance in African urban peripheries. By African
urban peripheries, I specifically refer to urban spaces in Africa where residents slowly,
incrementally, and in transversal relations to the state build their homes and neighbour-
hoods (Caldeira, 2017). These peripheral spaces comprise the majority of the urban
population; often located at the spatial margins of the city (Meth et al., 2021).
However, their peripheral character does not necessarily have to be related to their
spatial location. Rather, peripheral spaces are those areas that are socially and politically
marginalized within the urban system (Caldeira, 2017; Pieterse, 2019). These peripheral
spaces, which have historically been excluded from formal real estate finance (Gillespie,
2018; Migozzi, 2020; Smets, 2006), witness the emergence of financial markets, actors,
practices, and narratives in the production and consumption of housing – a phenomenon
that scholars have termed the financialization of housing (Aalbers, 2016).1 Although
many actors, factors, and processes are driving financialization, and therefore require
critical examination, I will argue that social enterprises2 and fintech (financial technol-
ogy) accelerate the incorporation of (poor) African homeowners into global capital cir-
cuits. At the same time, efforts to promote financial inclusion are hampered by
longstanding challenges related to informality and state bureaucracy that are becoming
important sites of regulatory reform and political contestation.

In the next section, I will introduce the role of housing microfinance in urban periph-
eries, which is followed by a discussion of its growth on the African continent in Section
“Africa’s housing microfinance revolution”. Section “Researching housing microfinance
in Africa’s urban peripheries: three critical themes” will then highlight three major
themes that I argue deserve particular attention from critical researchers. The final
section “Conclusion” offers a brief conclusion.

Housing microfinance in urban peripheries

Urban peripheries have long been characterized by incremental and informal housing
construction, or what is commonly termed “auto-construction” (Caldeira, 2017). Since
most households living in the peripheries are excluded from formal mortgage finance,
they rely on savings, family support, and other (in-)formal sources of finance to con-
struct their homes. Most often these households cobble together various resources
when and as they are available, which means that constructing their homes progresses
incrementally and can take years or even decades to complete (Ferguson & Smets, 2010;
Mitlin, 2011; Smets, 2006). Meanwhile, they live in inadequate, often overcrowded, and
under-serviced dwellings and neighborhoods, which negatively impacts their health
and well-being.

Informality – understood as the non-compliance with formal regulations and pro-
cedures, especially regarding tenure, planning, and building regulations – is a
common feature of “peripheral urbanisation” (Caldeira, 2017; Meth et al., 2021). Nowa-
days, most governments recognize – in their policies at least – the scale of and need for
working with informality to improve housing conditions for the poor, as illustrated in
many global policy commitments, including the New Urban Agenda (UN Habitat,
2017). This increasingly supportive stance toward informality has been accompanied
by an equally important and powerful development agenda promoting the financial
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inclusion of the poor (Kar, 2018; Mader, 2015; Mawdsley, 2018). Together, these global
trends are creating a policy environment that is spurring the rise of housing microfinance
institutions and services around the world (Grubbauer, 2020; Grubbauer & Escobar,
2021; Grubbauer & Mader, 2021). Given the persistent challenges of extending conven-
tional mortgage finance into Africa’s urban peripheries (CAHF, 2022), governments and
micro-finance institutions are promoting housing microfinance services, which are small
value, non-mortgage loans for purposes of home improvement, renovation, and incre-
mental building (Grubbauer, 2019; Smets, 2006).

Urban scholars have begun to analyze the drivers and impacts of housing microfi-
nance in different geographical contexts (Grubbauer, 2020; Grubbauer & Escobar,
2021; Grubbauer & Mader, 2021), thereby contributing to important debates around
the financialization of housing in capitalist peripheries (Aalbers et al., 2020). While
this nascent body of work has made significant contributions to our understanding of
housing microfinance in cities of the South, especially in the Latin American context,
their conceptualizations and evidence have neglected African urban spaces as critical
sites of analysis.

Africa’s housing microfinance revolution

Housing microfinance is playing an increasingly important role on the African continent
(CAHF, 2022; Rust, 2021; TCIS, 2018). It is symbolic that housing microfinance was a key
topic discussed at the first Africa Housing Summit in May 2022. Given the high levels of
unemployment, irregular, self- and informal-employment in many African cities, most
urban residents do not meet basic conditions to access conventional mortgage finance
(CAHF, 2022). Incremental, self-help, and informal sector modes of home construction
dominate African urban peripheries. Aside from homeowners themselves, informal
builders and small-scale developers are increasingly being targeted by financial insti-
tutions as an important market segment with enormous growth potential (Rust, 2021;
TCIS, 2018).

Housing microfinance institutions and services can be found across the continent – in
Northern, Eastern, Western, and Southern Africa – although their loan volumes and
amount of providers vary considerably (CAHF, 2022). For instance, in Northern
Africa, housing microfinance is largest – according to loan values – in Egypt,
Morocco, and Tunisia. Morocco has seen efforts to grow the microfinance industry
since 2002 (Al Sayyed, 2021). In Tunisia, legislative changes and international invest-
ments have supported the establishment and scaling up of micro-finance institutions
(McVitty, 2013). In addition to conventional housing microfinance schemes, there are
also Islamic microfinance instruments operating in the low-cost housing sector (Iqbal
& Roy, 2018).

In Eastern Africa, the “Building Assets, Unlocking Access” project, which is a partner-
ship between Habitat for Humanity and the Mastercard Foundation, is a key initiative to
grow the sector. Its aim is to assist microfinance institutions to develop scalable and inno-
vative products for both rural and urban clients in Sub-Sahara Africa (TCIS, 2018). The
core strategy was to provide technical assistance to six leading financial institutions in
Uganda and Kenya to develop housing microfinance products and support services for
people living on less than USD 5 per day. More than 40,000 families in Uganda and
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Kenya received support from the project to access housing finance and more than 30
million USD in capital have been mobilized to advance housing microfinance loans
across these two countries (TCIS, 2018).

There has also been a strong upward trend of housing micro-finance institutions across
Southern Africa both in terms of loans disbursed and the number of clients served (Wood,
2019). An interesting example comes from Angola, where for-profit company KixiCredito
partnered with HabiTerra (both founded by the well-known NGO Development Work-
shop Angola) to lend small loans of under USD 10,000 for short 36-month terms for
incremental and upgrading of dwellings. More than 25,000 clients and USD 45 million
had been reached in 2015. In Botswana, the publicly listed company Letshego Holdings
Limited achieved a market capitalization of USD 500 million with an agenda of fostering
inclusive finance in Southern, West, and East Africa (Wood, 2019). In South Africa,
several housing micro-finance institutions and products have emerged in recent years,
specifically in response to growing investments in the small-scale rental housing sector.
Their products and services are geared toward providing finance to homeowners and
micro-developers for constructing affordable rental accommodation in South Africa’s
largest cities (Di Lollo, 2020; Scheba & Turok, 2020).

In West Africa, housing microfinance is comparatively strong in Nigeria, Cote
d’Ivoire, Cabo Verde, and Togo (CAHF, 2022). A nascent body of research exists on
housing microfinance in Ghana, which has witnessed growing policy support and invest-
ments in recent years (Bondinuba et al., 2017; Gillespie, 2018). This includes policy and
civil society efforts to support the financial inclusion of collective self-help housing
schemes and local cooperatives (Gillespie, 2018).

The above is only a cursory review of new developments in housing microfinance
initiatives in Africa’s urban peripheries. Nevertheless, we can safely say that housing
microfinance is growing, diversifying, and digitalizing on the continent. Private sector
companies are collaborating with development finance institutions, governments, civil
society organizations, and social enterprises to develop new ways of extending
(micro-)finance to African homeowners for the purpose of constructing, extending, or
renovating properties. These initiatives are supported by new policies and legislation,
as well as disruptive financial technologies (Ferreri & Sanyal, 2022; Lai & Samers,
2021), which transform the low-cost housing sector into the new frontier of real estate
investments (Gillespie, 2018). This peculiar form of financialization raises important
questions about what this means to people, places, and urban societies in Africa, and else-
where. In the following sections, I want to highlight three major themes that I believe
deserve critical attention.

Researching housing microfinance in Africa’s urban peripheries: three
critical themes

Models and impacts

First, similar to the Latin American context, the housing micro-finance landscape in
Africa is diverse and complex. There is a great variety of institutions and organizations
that are promoting housing-related financial products and services to African home-
owners. While all of them proclaim financial inclusion for development, they have
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different backgrounds, interests, and business approaches, which influence how they
engage with their clients and attempt to reconcile profit maximization with social
impact. Some of the HMFIs emerged and remain tightly linked to larger financial insti-
tutions that are primarily concerned to expand financial services into lower-income
market segments to increase their bottom line. Others have a history and deep-rooted
connection to housing struggles and view microfinance as a necessary means to
improve living conditions. Many of those HMFI provide comprehensive technical,
business and management support to their clients to reduce risks and increase social
benefits from microfinance.

The types of models used will have major implications to how housing microfinance will
unfold across urban spaces in Africa. Extending loans to historically marginalized residents,
who often live under precarious work conditions, bears considerable risks for the house-
holds and finance institutions. At the same time, access to credit – especially if tied to pro-
ductive assets – can be a vital tool to create and sustain livelihoods (Kar, 2018; James, 2014;
Smets, 2006). Housing microfinance changes the relationship between homeowners, social
enterprises, and financialized markets – often requiring changes in behaviors and practices
to comply with legally binding contractual terms (Kar, 2018). Examples from Mexico
demonstrate how social enterprises and cooperatives can be important “negotiators”
between the multiple operational logics and motivations behind housing microfinance
initiatives, sometimes creating opportunities for financial inclusion to operate in favor of
household instead of against them (Grubbauer & Escobar, 2021; Grubbauer, 2020). As
different models come with different terms and conditions regarding inclusion, debt repay-
ment, and risk management, studying their geographical reach, business approaches, and
household-level impacts should be a key theme for future research.

A key question is whether and how models implemented by social enterprises and
NGOs differ from those that are primarily profit driven, and whether any of them
create opportunities for genuine empowerment and sustainable development. Answering
these questions requires critical geographical research, across different scales using quan-
titative, qualitative, and mixed methods approach. Aside from surveys, mapping, and
qualitative interviewing, there is a need for deep, ethnographic studies on how financia-
lization changes social, cultural, and political-economic aspects of everyday life in
different contexts. Inspiration can be taken from recent anthropological research on
microfinance and development, which offers helpful insights and pointers in this
regard (e.g. Kar, 2018).

Informality and fintech

Second, housing microfinance requires solutions to longstanding challenges of informal
and insecure tenure, non-compliance with planning and building regulations, lack of
proof of regular income and credit history. These challenges have been key factors
behind the historical exclusion of most urban residents from formal financial markets.
As informality, precarious work conditions, and lack of formal documentation will
persist for the foreseeable future on the African continent, HMFI is developing new
approaches to enter into the low-income segment. Fintech, which can be defined as
“as a set of innovations and an economic sector that focus on the application of recently
developed digital technologies to financial services” (Wójcik, 2021, p. 1), is becoming a
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key enabler of microfinance in cities of the South (Lai & Samers, 2021). Across the
African continent, fintech such as blockchain technology, smart phone apps, and
mobile payment systems disrupt traditional ways of banking/financing and offer new
possibilities for historically marginalized residents (Cirolia et al., 2022). Technological
innovations offer cash-stripped African homeowners new opportunities to connect
with global financial markets. In overcoming historical socio-economic and geographical
barriers to financial inclusion, they are considerably reshaping relationships between
financial institutions, people, and the urban state (Ferreri & Sanyal, 2022; Pollio &
Cirolia, 2022).

How will fintech shape this financialization process? How will technology influence
the selection of clients – in other words, who among the many African homeowners
ultimately gets included into financial markets? How do fintech apps and algorithms
assess, recruit, and manage borrowers in terms of their gender, class, and ethnicity
and what does this mean regarding social stratification in urban peripheries? Will
fintech perpetuate or disrupt existing socio-spatial inequalities within and beyond the
peripheries? For those who will be incorporated into new financial networks, questions
emerge as to how technological innovations will be used to “discipline” and manage
them as financially savvy entrepreneurial subjects. By using technology to directly
manage debt relations, collect data, and control money flows, fintech may amplify
the power of HMFI to put pressure on households to practice market behavior and
meet contractual relations, specifically regarding loan repayment. For homeowners,
this may lead to taking a firmer stance and less flexibility in dealing with household
financial matters, including becoming less tolerable regarding non or delayed payments
of rent by tenants.

Restructuring of states and urban governance

The third and final point considers the role of the (local) state in enabling/disabling the
growth of housing microfinance in Africa’s urban peripheries. Regulatory barriers and
unfavorable institutional environments have long been recognized as key factors ham-
pering investment into low-cost housing in African cities (TCIS, 2018). The growing pol-
itical and policy support behind housing microfinance will augment pressures to reform
legislation and laws, reduce “red tape” and, in some instances, offer new types of incen-
tives to support private-sector investments into urban housing. In some cases, these
efforts will come along with broader initiatives to formalize informal housing construc-
tion and consumption. Any restructuring of state bureaucracies and institutional
environments will create political contestation and resistance, which will be fought
over both publicly as well as behind doors. Studying the various political-economic inter-
ests behind housing microfinance-related reforms, and the strategies and practices uti-
lized by different social groups, is another important area for future research.

A key question is how African governments respond to and engage with the rise of
housing microfinance institutions and services in their urban peripheries – and who
benefits/loses from potential interventions. Which international and national coalition
networks are driving housing microfinance reform processes in different places and
who are they coming up against in doing so? Studies in Mexico highlighted the increas-
ingly blurred boundaries between various societal sectors and the variety of institutions
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engaged in institutional restructuring (Grubbauer, 2020; Grubbauer & Escobar, 2021).
Over the longer term, a key question is what impact the growing financialization of
African property will have on urban governance and democracy. Are we going to see
changes in democratic politics as we witness a rise of financialized African property
class?

Conclusion

The rise of housing microfinance in Africa’s urban peripheries raises important questions
and calls for more geographical research into the drivers, forms, and impacts of this
peculiar type of housing financialization. By rigorously interrogating and conceptualizing
housing microfinance as the new real estate frontier in African cities (Gillespie, 2020),
urban geographers are well-placed to counter overly positive narratives and uncritical
studies that currently seem to prevail within and beyond the academy. While I high-
lighted three major themes worthy of critical examination –models and impacts, inform-
ality and fintech, and restructuring of states and urban governance – there are
undoubtedly many more that deserve scholarly attention. There is significant scope for
research to contribute to global debates on housing financialization or come up with
new theoretical concepts. More importantly, geographical analysis of housing microfi-
nance can help to influence praxis, with the ultimate objective of making African cities
more liveable and equitable spaces.

Notes

1. While the literature on the financialisation of housing has begun to pay more attention to
cities Africa, it continues to neglect the role of microfinance, social enterprises, and financial
technologies in shaping urban development on the continent (Aalbers et al., 2020; Gillespie,
2020; Jorge, 2020; Migozzi, 2020; Pitcher, 2017).

2. A social enterprise is defined as “a trading business – selling goods and services – but whose
primary objective is to achieve social and/or environmental benefit” (SENI, 2021).

Acknowledgments

The article draws on several years of research and policy engagement in housing and urbanization
in South Africa and the global South with my colleagues Prof Ivan Turok and Dr Justin Visagie. In
addition, it benefited from discussions with Prof Monika Grubbauer and Luisa Escobar from
HafenCity University Hamburg and Dr Suraya Scheba from the University of Cape Town. I
would also like to acknowledge the constructive comments received from two anonymous
reviewers.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Andreas Scheba http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8078-4997

URBAN GEOGRAPHY 7



References

Aalbers, M., Rolnik, R., & Krijnen, M. (2020). The financialization of housing in capitalism’s per-
ipheries. Housing Policy Debate, 30(4), 481–485. https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2020.
1783812

Aalbers, M. B. (2016). The financialization of housing: A political economy approach. Routledge.
Al Sayyed, W. (2021). Urban renewal, social cohesion and urban housing policies, incentives and

challenges in north African cities. Architecture and Environment of Child, 6(1), 49–57.
Bondinuba, F. K., Hedidor, D., Opoku, A., & Teye, A. L. (2017). De/motivations in housing

microfinance delivery in Ghana. Property Management, 35(5), 528–544. https://doi.org/10.
1108/PM-10-2016-0054

Caldeira, T. (2017). Peripheral urbanization: Autoconstruction, transversal logics, and politics in
cities of the global south. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 35(1), 3–20. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0263775816658479

Centre for affordable housing finance. (2022). Housing finance in Africa yearbook: 13th Edition –
2022. https://housingfinanceafrica.org/resources/yearbook/.

Cirolia, L. R., Hall, S., & Nyamnjoh, H. (2022). Remittance micro-worlds and migrant infrastruc-
ture: Circulations, disruptions, and the movement of money. Transactions of the Institute of
British Geographers, 47(1), 63–76. https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12467

Di Lollo, A. (2020). Innovations in backyard rental: Models for the 2020s. Centre for Affordable
Housing Finance. https://housingfinanceafrica.org/documents/innovations-in-backyard-rental-
models-for-the-2020s/.

Ferguson, B., & Smets, P. (2010). Finance for incremental housing: Current status and prospects
for expansion. Habitat International, 34(3), 288–298. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2009.
11.008

Ferreri, M., & Sanyal, R. (2022). Digital informalisation: Rental housing, platforms, and the manage-
ment of risk. Housing Studies, 37(6), 1035–1053. https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.2009779

Gillespie, T. (2018). Collective self-help, financial inclusion, and the commons: Searching for sol-
utions to Accra’s housing crisis. Housing Policy Debate, 28(1), 64–78. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10511482.2017.1324892

Gillespie, T. (2020). The real estate frontier. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research,
44(4), 599–616. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12900

Grubbauer, M. (2019). Housing microfinance and the financialisation of housing in Latin America
and beyond: An agenda for future research. International Journal of Housing Policy, 19(3), 436–
447. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2018.1448155

Grubbauer, M. (2020). Assisted self-help housing in Mexico: Advocacy, (micro)Finance and the
making of markets. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 44(6), 947–966.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12916

Grubbauer, M., & Escobar, L. (2021). World Bank experiments in housing: Microfinance for self-
organised housing in Mexico in the era of financial inclusion. International Journal of Housing
Policy, 21(4), 534–558. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2021.1898897

Grubbauer, M., & Mader, P. (2021). Housing microfinance and housing financialisation in a global
perspective. International Journal of Housing Policy, 21(4), 465–483. https://doi.org/10.1080/
19491247.2021.1922165

Iqbal, Z., & Roy, F. (2018). Innovative Islamic social finance for housing microfinance. Islamic
Economic Studies, 26(1), 87–122.

James, D. (2014). Money from nothing: Indebtedness and aspiration in South Africa. Stanford
University Press.

Jorge, S. (2020). The financialization of the margins of Maputo, Mozambique. Housing Policy
Debate, 30(4), 606–622. https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2020.1714690

Kar, S. (2018). Financializing poverty: Labor and risk in Indian microfinance. Stanford University
Press.

Lai, Karen P.Y., & Samers, M. (2021). Towards an economic geography of FinTech. Progress in
Human Geography, 45(4), 720–739. https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132520938461

8 A. SCHEBA



Mader, P. (2015). The political economy of microfinance: Financializing poverty. Palgrave.
Mawdsley, E. (2018). Development geography II. Progress in Human Geography, 42(2), 264–274.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132516678747
McVitty, J. (2013). Affordable housing in Tunisia: Challenges and opportunities emerging from

the Arab spring. In A. Heywood (Ed.), Housing finance international: The Quarterly Journal
of the International Union for Housing Finance (Vol. 27, pp. 49–55). IUHF.

Meth, P., Goodfellow, T., Todes, A., & Charlton, S. (2021). Conceptualizing African urban periph-
eries. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 45(6), 985–1007. https://doi.org/10.
1111/1468-2427.13044

Migozzi, J. (2020). Selecting spaces, classifying people: The financialization of housing in the South
African city. Housing Policy Debate, 30(4), 640–660. https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2019.
1684335

Mitlin, D. (2011). Shelter finance in the age of neo-liberalism. Urban Studies, 48(6), 1217–1233.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098010375325

Pieterse, M. (2019). Where is the periphery even? Capturing urban marginality in South African
human rights law. Urban Studies, 56(6), 1182–1197. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098018755067

Pitcher, A. (2017). Varieties of residential capitalism in Africa: Urban housing provision in Luanda
and Nairobi. African Affairs, 116(464), 365–390. https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/adx009

Pollio, A., & Cirolia, L. R. (2022). Fintech urbanism in the startup capital of Africa. Journal of
Cultural Economy, 15(4), 508–523. https://doi.org/10.1080/17530350.2022.2058058

Rust, K. (2021). Housing finance in Africa: Recovery through recognition of massive small potential.
Centre for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa. 7 December 2021.

Scheba, A., & Turok, I. (2020). Informal rental housing in the South: Dynamic but neglected.
Environment and Urbanization, 32(1), 109–132. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247819895958

SENI. (2021). What is a social enterprise? https://www.socialenterpriseni.org/what-is-a-social-
enterprise

Smets, P. (2006). Small is beautiful, but big is often the practice: Housing microfinance in discus-
sion. Habitat International, 30(3), 595–613. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2005.02.003

TCIS. (2018). Building the business case for housing microfinance: Sub Saharan Africa. Habitat for
Humanity’s Terwilliger Center for Innovation in Shelter.

UN Habitat (2017). New urban agenda. A/RES/71/256. United Nations Conference on Housing and
Sustainable Urban Development.

Wójcik, D. (2021). Financial geography I: Exploring FinTech – maps and concepts. Progress in
Human Geography, 45(3), 566–576. https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132520952865

Wood, D. (2019). Housing investment landscapes: Southern African development community.
Centre for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa.

URBAN GEOGRAPHY 9


