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Abstract: Increased financial exclusion among women remains a key barrier to sustainable development, with more
than 740 million women globally still excluded from the formal economy (Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2022). This paper
argues that achieving financial empowerment for women requires an integrated approach, rather than isolated
interventions, by combining three interrelated components into a coherent framework, the “Triad Framework™: financial
inclusion, financial literacy, and gender-responsive policy. Grounded in Naila Kabeer’s (1999) Resources-Agency—
Achievements model, and supported by evidence from Bangladesh, Rwanda, India, and Kenya, this analysis
demonstrates that financial inclusion, while essential, is insufficient on its own to ensure meaningful empowerment.
Financial inclusion provides the structural foundation through access to banking services, mobile wallets, and credit
facilities. Financial literacy strengthens the cognitive capacity required to effectively use financial tools, while gender-
responsive policies create an enabling environment by addressing systemic discrimination through supportive
legislation and institutional mechanisms. Despite these advances, structural barriers such as the digital gender divide,
algorithmic bias in credit systems, and patriarchal gatekeeping continue to limit women’s financial agency.
Accordingly, the recommendations derived from this analysis emphasize the need for policymakers, financial
institutions, and civil society organizations to adopt coordinated strategies aimed at removing these constraints. The
findings further suggest that the transition from mere financial access to genuine financial empowerment requires a shift
from gender-neutral approaches towards gender-transformative policy design.

Keywords: financial inclusion, financial literacy, gender-responsive policies, women’s empowerment, Triad
Framework, mobile money, digital gender divide

. INTRODUCTION

Women’s economic empowerment has become a central concern in international development discourse. It is widely
recognized both as a fundamental human right and as a critical driver of inclusive economic growth. The United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal 5 emphasizes the need to ensure women’s full and effective participation, as well as
equal opportunities for leadership across all sectors of economic activity (United Nations, 2015). Despite this global
commitment, structural barriers within financial systems continue to hinder progress. According to the Global Findex
Database 2021, the world’s largest dataset on financial inclusion, approximately 740 million women worldwide remain
unbanked. In addition, a persistent gender gap in account ownership continues to exist in developing countries. On
average, this gap is around 6% in formal financial account ownership across developing and emerging economies, and
it is significantly higher in South Asia (13%) and Sub-Saharan Africa (12%) (Demirgii¢c-Kunt et al., 2022).

Financial exclusion has consequences that extend beyond the individual and affect society as a whole. When women
lack access to formal financial services, they are unable to open savings accounts, manage liquidity during income
shocks such as job loss, or build financial resilience. This exclusion also limits their ability to invest in health, education,
and the well-being of their children, as well as to participate in entrepreneurial activities. Evidence suggests that when
women have control over household financial resources, they tend to allocate spending differently compared to men.
For instance, women are more likely to prioritize expenditures related to children’s welfare and household well -being
(Duflo, 2012; Thomas, 1990). Consequently, women’s exclusion from financial systems is not only an issue of equity
but also reflects a broader form of structural underdevelopment with measurable intergenerational effects.
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The paper provides both a theoretical and empirical rationale for the view that sustainable financial empowerment of
women requires the integration of three mutually reinforcing pillars. These include: first, financial inclusion, which
refers to access to essential financial tools such as bank accounts, mobile wallets, and credit facilities; second, financial
literacy, which involves the cognitive skills and knowledge required to effectively use financial instruments for
informed financial decision-making; and third, gender-responsive policies, which establish the legal, regulatory, and
institutional frameworks necessary to address and reduce entrenched gender-based barriers.

Together, these components form the proposed “Triad Framework,” developed as an extension of Kabeer’s (1999)
Resources—Agency—Achievements Model. A key argument of the paper is that the absence or weakening of any one
pillar reduces the effectiveness of the others. For example, access to financial services without adequate literacy may
result in inactive accounts or increased vulnerability to debt cycles. Similarly, policies that appear gender-neutral in
design may still perpetuate exclusion if they fail to account for structural inequalities affecting women’s participation
in the financial system.

To develop this conceptual framework, the article draws on case studies from four national contexts: Bangladesh (digital
wage payments in the garment sector), Rwanda (land reform and financial access initiatives), India (the Pradhan Mantri
Jan Dhan Yojana programme and Bank Sakhi initiative), and Kenya (M-Pesa and household economic wellbeing).
These countries were selected not only for their geographical diversity but also for their capacity to illustrate distinct
components of the proposed Triad Framework in practice.

The structure of the article is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews the existing literature; Section 3 presents the
theoretical framework; Section 4 provides the case study analysis; Section 5 discusses ongoing structural challenges;
Section 6 outlines policy recommendations; and Section 7 concludes the study with a summary of key findings.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 The Evolution of Financial Inclusion Research

The historical context of financial inclusion research has evolved considerably over the past three decades. During the
1980s, development finance literature was largely centred on microfinance, an approach that gained prominence through
the work of Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. Early proponents argued that providing small
amounts of credit to women and low-income households could reduce poverty and enhance women’s empowerment
(Morduch, 1999). During the 1990s and early 2000s, microfinance institutions were widely regarded as
“transformational” mechanisms for extending financial access to those excluded from formal credit systems, and they
were strongly supported by development agencies.

However, a growing body of empirical evidence has challenged these early assumptions. Several studies employing
randomized controlled trials across multiple countries have shown that the anticipated transformative effects of
microcredit were often overstated (Banerjee et al., 2015). For example, a review of six randomized evaluations
conducted in Bosnia, Ethiopia, India, Mexico, Mongolia, and Morocco found that microcredit had limited or no
significant impact on consumption, health outcomes, or female empowerment in most contexts.

In response to these limitations, the concept of financial inclusion has expanded beyond microcredit to include a broader
range of financial services, such as savings, payments, insurance, and remittances. This shift has been supported by
large-scale global datasets, particularly the World Bank’s Global Findex series (2011, 2014, 2017, and 2021).
Demirgiic-Kunt et al. (2022) note that the Global Findex database enables the measurement and monitoring of financial
inclusion indicators at the household level across more than 140 countries.

Contemporary research further suggests that access to savings mechanisms may have a stronger impact on women’s
economic empowerment than access to credit alone. Dupas and Robinson (2013), in a field experiment conducted in
Kenya, found that women provided with access to savings accounts, even those offering no interest, were more likely
to invest in productive activities and allocate greater resources toward preventive health expenditures. Savings accounts
also enabled women to protect income from social pressures and competing household demands, allowing greater
control over financial decision-making. This evidence highlights the importance of account functionality, privacy, and
user control in determining how financial inclusion translates into genuine agency for women.

2.2 Financial Literacy: Beyond Classroom-Based Instruction

Financial literacy can be defined as a combination of knowledge, attitudes, and skills related to financial matters that
enables individuals to make informed and effective financial decisions (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2014; OECD/INFE, 2011).
The literature consistently highlights a persistent gender gap in financial literacy across both developed and developing
economies, with women generally demonstrating lower levels of financial knowledge compared to men with similar
education and income levels (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2008; Klapper & Panos, 2011).

Several studies have also questioned the effectiveness of conventional classroom-based financial education programmes
in producing meaningful behavioural change. Fernandes et al. (2014), through a meta-analysis of 168 studies, found
that interventions aimed at improving financial literacy explain less than 0.1% of the variation in financial behaviour.
The authors further suggest that financial education is more effective when delivered at the point of decision-making,
such as during loan applications or when receiving a first salary, rather than through generic classroom-based
instruction.
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Another important concern in this domain is the gap between financial confidence and financial competence, which is
particularly evident among women. The OECD (2020) International Survey of Adult Financial Literacy indicates that
women are often less confident in their financial knowledge than men, even when actual knowledge levels are
comparable. This reduced confidence may discourage women from engaging with formal financial education or
financial institutions, thereby limiting their participation in financial systems and contributing to the underutilization of
available financial services.

2.3 Gender-Responsive Policy Framework

A growing body of policy literature argues that gender-neutral financial regulations can unintentionally produce
systematic disadvantages for women by failing to account for pre-existing structural inequalities (Demirgii¢c-Kunt et al.,
2017; World Bank, 2022). Women’s financial inclusion is particularly shaped by constraints arising from three key
policy domains.

The first relates to Know Your Customer (KYC) regulations, originally designed to prevent money laundering and
financial crime. These regulations often require formal proof of address or property ownership to open a bank account.
In many developing contexts, women are unable to meet these requirements due to patrilineal property systems,
restricted mobility, and lower participation in formal economic activities (Demirglic-Kunt et al., 2017). In this context,
India’s tiered KYC framework, which enables Basic Savings Deposit Accounts using biometric identification verified
through Aadhaar, represents a gender-responsive correction. This policy played a significant role in facilitating large-
scale female enrolment under the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana programme (Singh et al., 2026).

The second barrier concerns collateral requirements for accessing credit. In many developing countries, women are
disproportionately excluded from credit markets due to limited ownership of land and formal assets, which are often
required as collateral. Buvinic and Furst-Nichols (2016) estimate that a substantial proportion of the gender gap in
formal credit access is attributable to women’s limited ability to own or register land and movable assets. Policy
innovations such as movable collateral registries and joint land titling, as implemented in Rwanda, have demonstrated
potential to expand women’s access to formal credit markets (Ali et al., 2014).

Third, as Kabeer (1999) highlights, intra-household bargaining dynamics play a decisive role in determining whether
financial inclusion translates into genuine agency or merely shifts control of resources within the household. Even when
women gain access to formal financial accounts, prevailing household power structures may limit their independent use
of financial resources. Consequently, interventions that promote individual account ownership, ensure private access to
financial information, and strengthen women’s financial autonomy are more likely to shift intra-household power
relations and enhance women’s agency (Kabeer, 1999).

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THE TRIAD MODEL OF FINANCIAL EMPOWERMENT

This paper employs Kabeer’s (1999) empowerment framework, which comprises three interrelated dimensions:
resources, agency, and achievements, as the primary analytical lens. The framewaork is closely aligned with the concept
of women’s financial empowerment. Kabeer conceptualizes empowerment as the process through which individuals
who have previously been denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire the capacity to do so. In this sense,
empowerment is not only an outcome but also a process of expanding meaningful choice.

This framework is particularly useful for analyzing women’s financial empowerment because it accounts for both
material conditions and the cognitive and institutional dimensions that shape decision-making. It also allows for an
assessment of whether available choices can be exercised effectively within specific social and structural contexts,
rather than assuming that access alone automatically translates into meaningful empowerment.

3.1 The Three Pillars

The first pillar, financial inclusion, corresponds to the “resources” component in Kabeer’s framework and refers to the
tangible financial instruments required for women to access formal financial systems. These include access to bank
accounts, mobile money wallets, savings facilities, credit mechanisms, insurance products, and payment systems.
Importantly, Kabeer’s notion of resources extends beyond mere access to include the quality, affordability, and usability
of those resources. For instance, a financial account that carries high maintenance fees, requires a minimum balance
beyond the user’s capacity, or depends on literacy or digital skills that many women may not possess, would be
considered only a nominal form of access rather than a substantive resource. In this sense, meaningful financial inclusion
requires not only availability but also accessibility and usability in real-world conditions.

The second pillar, financial literacy, aligns with the “agency” component of Kabeer’s framework. Financial literacy
refers to the cognitive and motivational capacity to effectively utilize available financial resources. In Kabeer’s terms,
agency involves not only the existence of a formal decision-making process, but also the ability to identify one’s goals,
evaluate available options, and act independently in accordance with those choices. Within this framework, financial
literacy enables women to understand interest rates, assess investment opportunities, compare insurance products,
navigate digital financial platforms, and protect themselves from exploitative financial practices. Without adequate
financial literacy, even well-designed financial systems remain underutilized, limiting the translation of access into
meaningful financial engagement and empowerment.
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The third pillar, gender-responsive policy, represents the institutional and legal environment within which both
resources and agency operate. These policies determine whether women can independently open bank accounts without
male guardianship, whether lending requirements are realistically attainable for women, whether gender-disaggregated
financial data is systematically collected, and whether algorithmic or institutional biases are addressed within financial
systems. In the absence of gender-responsive policy frameworks, both financial infrastructure and individual
capabilities are constrained by structural barriers. Thus, while financial inclusion and literacy are necessary components,
they can only produce meaningful empowerment when supported by equitable and enabling institutional arrangements.

3.2 The Synergistic Loop

The central proposition of the Triad Framework is that the three components—financial inclusion, financial literacy,
and gender-responsive policy, operate in a mutually reinforcing system that produces outcomes greater than the sum
of their individual effects. This interaction is best understood as a cyclical process in which each pillar strengthens and
enables the others over time. Gender-responsive policies function as the entry point by reducing structural barriers that
restrict women’s access to financial services. Once these barriers are reduced, financial inclusion enables women to
access and utilize financial products such as savings accounts, credit, and digital payment systems. With access
established, financial literacy enhances women’s ability to effectively use these tools, strengthening their agency and
enabling the accumulation and management of financial resources.

As women’s agency expands through sustained financial engagement, their capacity to negotiate within households and
communities also increases. This, in turn, creates conditions for broader institutional change, including advocacy for
further policy reforms and expanded inclusion mechanisms for other women, thereby reinforcing the cycle. However,
the absence of any one pillar disrupts this dynamic system. For example, access to credit without adequate financial
literacy can increase the risk of over-indebtedness (Banerjee et al., 2015). Similarly, financial literacy without access to
appropriate financial products, or within an unsupportive institutional environment, limits the practical application of
knowledge, despite increased awareness (Singh et al., 2026). Conversely, access to financial products without sufficient
literacy can result in inactive or underutilized accounts, a challenge reflected in the “dormancy” issues observed in
India’s Jan Dhan Yojana programme (Singh et al., 2026).

4. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE: FOUR COUNTRY CASES

4.1 Bangladesh: Digital Wage Payment in the Ready-Made Garment Sector

The ready-made garment (RMG) sector in Bangladesh provides approximately four million jobs, with women
accounting for around 80% of the workforce (Kabeer, N., & Mahmud, S., 2004). Traditionally, wages in this sector
were disbursed in cash, exposing female workers to risks such as theft, coercion, or the appropriation of earnings by
male household members. In addition, social norms often created pressure for women to immediately contribute their
wages to the household income pool, limiting their individual financial autonomy.

The introduction of mobile financial services (MFS) for wage payments, particularly through platforms such as bKash,
the largest MFS provider in Bangladesh, has created an important natural experiment at the intersection of digital finance
and gender empowerment. Evidence from the Better Than Cash Alliance (2016) indicates that shifting from cash-based
to digital wage payments has enhanced women’s financial control and agency. Women receiving wages digitally
reported saving approximately 21% more than those paid in cash. This increase is largely attributed to the privacy
afforded by digital wallets, which enables women to save without immediate household scrutiny or pressure to share
earnings. These findings align with earlier research on commitment savings mechanisms (Ashraf et al., 2006) and
behavioural finance literature on mental accounting in the context of digital versus cash-based savings.

However, the Bangladesh case also highlights a critical limitation in the interaction between the three pillars of the
Triad Framework. Despite improvements in digital access, more than 90% of mobile financial service agents are male,
making it difficult for many women to withdraw cash or conduct transactions comfortably. This “last-mile” constraint
illustrates that without gender-responsive policy interventions such as targeted recruitment or incentivisation of female
agents, digital financial inclusion alone may yield only partial empowerment outcomes. Accordingly, the effectiveness
of the Triad Framework depends on the simultaneous strengthening of all three pillars, particularly the policy
environment that governs implementation at the community level.

4.2 Rwanda: Land Tenure Reform and Women’s Credit Access

The case of Rwanda demonstrates how gender-sensitive policies can significantly improve women’s financial
empowerment by enhancing their access to credit. Prior to the implementation of the Land Tenure Regularization (LTR)
Programme in 2012, many women faced barriers to accessing formal agricultural credit because, under customary
practices, land ownership was typically registered in the name of male household members.

The LTR Programme registered nearly all land parcels in Rwanda and required that both spouses in a marriage be listed
as co-owners on property titles (Ali et al., 2014). As a result, women with joint land ownership were considerably more
likely to invest in property improvements and access loans through the Umurenge Savings and Credit Cooperatives
(SACCO:s), a network of rural cooperative lending institutions established by the Rwandan government. According to
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Ali et al. (2014), women holding joint property titles were 12% more likely to use credit for productive or income-
generating purposes than women without such titles.

Rwanda has also invested substantially in financial education programmes delivered through the Umurenge SACCOs,
demonstrating the synergy among the three pillars of the Triad Framework. Legal reforms relating to land ownership
represent the policy component; the establishment of SACCOs provides the financial inclusion component; and the
financial education initiatives address the literacy component. Consequently, Rwanda offers one of the strongest
examples of how all three elements of the Triad Framework can work together to promote sustainable financial
empowerment for women.

4.3 India: The JAM Trinity, Jan Dhan Yojna, and Bank Sakhi Model

The Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) was launched on 28 August 2014 with the objective of creating the
world's largest financial inclusion programme for economically disadvantaged populations. By 30 November 2023, the
programme had facilitated the opening of more than 510 million bank accounts. Notably, women accounted for over
55% of new account holders, highlighting the effectiveness of the JAM Trinity—Jan Dhan (basic bank accounts),
Aadhaar (biometric identification), and Mobile (digital payment infrastructure) in expanding financial access and
supporting socio-economic mobility among low-income households.

Despite its remarkable outreach, PMJDY has faced challenges related to account dormancy. A substantial proportion
of Jan Dhan accounts, particularly those held by rural women, remain inactive or are used solely for receiving
government benefit transfers (Singh et al., 2026). This pattern highlights a weakness in the second pillar of the Triad
Framework—financial literacy. Many women who opened accounts to access Direct Benefit Transfers (DBTSs) often
lack the knowledge, confidence, and trust required to use these accounts as independent financial management tools.
As a result, financial inclusion in terms of account ownership has not always translated into meaningful financial
empowerment.

The Bank Sakhi initiative, implemented under the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM), provides an evidence-
based response to the problem of account dormancy. Bank Sakhis are women selected from Self-Help Groups (SHGs)
and trained to function as Banking Correspondents within their local communities. Equipped with handheld micro-
ATMs, they deliver banking services directly to rural households.

The integration of Bank Sakhis into existing community networks fosters trust among women customers and enables
the provision of personalized, context-specific financial guidance. Research from states with a high concentration of
Bank Sakhis suggests that women account holders engage in financial transactions at significantly higher rates than
those who have access only to male banking agents (Singh et al., 2026). This evidence demonstrates that gender-
responsive service delivery mechanisms can bridge the gap between formal financial access and active participation in
the financial system. The Bank Sakhi model therefore illustrates how the financial inclusion and financial literacy pillars
of the Triad Framework can be strengthened through a gender-responsive institutional approach, thereby contributing
to sustainable financial empowerment for women.

4.4 Kenya: M-Pesa, Consumption Smoothing, and Women’s Occupational Mobility

The M-Pesa mobile payment system was launched in 2007 by Safaricom and is widely regarded as one of the most
extensively studied digital financial innovations in the world. By enabling peer-to-peer financial transactions through
simple mobile phones and SMS technology, M-Pesa eliminated many of the barriers associated with traditional banking
services. Its low transaction costs, ease of use, and extensive agent network contributed to its rapid adoption among
previously unbanked populations across Kenya.

The longitudinal panel study conducted by Tavneet Suri and William Jack (2016) provides some of the strongest
evidence regarding the causal relationship between digital financial inclusion and household welfare. Their findings
indicate that access to M-Pesa helped approximately 194,000 Kenyan households—equivalent to nearly 2% of all
households in the country—escape extreme poverty during the study period. Furthermore, the welfare benefits
associated with M-Pesa were found to be substantially greater for female-headed households than for male-headed
households.

The primary mechanism through which M-Pesa improved household welfare was by facilitating the rapid transfer of
remittances. Access to mobile money enabled women to receive financial assistance from geographically distant family
members and social networks during periods of economic hardship, such as crop failure, illness, or temporary
unemployment. This capacity to smooth household consumption reduced vulnerability to economic shocks and
strengthened financial resilience among low-income households.

Another important gender-specific finding identified by Suri and Jack (2016) relates to women's occupational mobility.
Prior to the widespread adoption of M-Pesa, many women lacked access to emergency financial resources, limiting
their willingness and ability to undertake economic risks. Without a reliable financial safety net, women often remained
engaged in low-income subsistence agriculture and informal labour activities. However, following the introduction of
M-Pesa, women were significantly more likely to transition into retail trade, food services, and small-scale
entrepreneurial activities. The availability of mobile money reduced financial uncertainty and enabled women to
diversify their income sources, thereby increasing their economic independence and long-term earning potential.
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The Kenyan experience demonstrates that digital financial inclusion can generate substantial economic and social
benefits for women when financial services are accessible, affordable, and responsive to users' needs. However, the
success of M-Pesa was not solely the result of technological innovation. It was supported by an enabling regulatory
environment and widespread user adoption, illustrating the importance of integrating financial inclusion with supportive
institutional structures. Consequently, the M-Pesa case provides strong evidence for the Triad Framework by
demonstrating how access to financial services, combined with enabling policies and practical financial capability, can
contribute to meaningful and sustainable financial empowerment for women.

5. STRUCTURAL BARRIERS TO WOMEN’S FINANCIAL EMPOWERMENT

5.1 The Digital Gender Divide

As financial services increasingly transition to digital platforms, the pre-existing structural barrier of gender inequality
in access to digital technology is becoming more pronounced. According to the GSMA Mobile Gender Gap Report
(2023), women in low- and middle-income countries are 19% less likely than men to use mobile internet. The disparity
is particularly severe in South Asia, where the gender gap in mobile internet usage reaches 41%. The causes of this
digital gender divide operate on both the demand and supply sides. On the demand side, women often face financial
constraints that limit their ability to purchase smartphones and mobile data services. These challenges are compounded
by lower levels of digital literacy, which reduce their confidence and ability to use digital technologies effectively. On
the supply side, socio-cultural norms frequently restrict women's ownership and use of mobile devices. In many settings,
male family members exercise control over women's access to mobile phones and the internet due to concerns related
to social norms, female autonomy, or perceived moral risks (GSMA, 2023).

These barriers create a significant challenge for women's financial empowerment because financial technology
(FinTech) innovations are increasingly being promoted as the primary pathway to financial inclusion. If women are
systematically excluded from digital technologies, the expansion of digital financial services may unintentionally
reinforce existing inequalities rather than reduce them. Consequently, there is a risk that the gender gap in financial
inclusion will widen as financial systems become increasingly digitized.

Addressing this challenge requires that digital inclusion strategies explicitly incorporate a gender-responsive
perspective. Policy interventions should include subsidized access to smartphones and internet services for women, the
development of women-centred digital literacy programmes, and legal and social measures aimed at reducing mobile
phone gatekeeping within households. Such interventions are essential to ensure that technological innovation serves
as a tool for empowerment rather than a mechanism for reproducing existing forms of gender inequality.

From the perspective of the Triad Framework, the digital gender divide illustrates the interdependence of financial
inclusion, financial literacy, and gender-responsive policy. Access to digital financial services alone is insufficient if
women lack the technological resources, skills, or autonomy required to utilize them effectively. Therefore, closing the
digital gender gap is a prerequisite for achieving sustainable and inclusive financial empowerment for women in the
digital age.

5.2 Algorithmic Bias in Credit Scoring

The increasing use of algorithm-driven credit assessment systems within financial technology (FinTech) platforms has
created new concerns regarding systematic discrimination in access to credit. These systems rely on large datasets and
predictive algorithms to generate credit scores based on an individual's observed financial behaviours and
characteristics, thereby estimating the likelihood of loan repayment or default. While such systems can improve
efficiency and expand access to financial services, they may also reproduce and amplify existing social inequalities
when the underlying data reflect historical patterns of discrimination (Bartlett et al., 2022).

Women are particularly vulnerable to algorithmic bias because they have historically faced barriers to formal
employment, asset ownership, and access to credit. Consequently, the financial records used to train credit-scoring
algorithms may systematically underrepresent women’s economic activities and creditworthiness. As a result,
algorithms may unintentionally assign lower credit scores to women, even when their actual repayment capacity is
comparable to that of male applicants. This creates a risk that technological innovation may reinforce existing gender
disparities rather than promote financial inclusion.

Recognizing these concerns, several jurisdictions have introduced regulatory frameworks to address algorithmic
discrimination and strengthen data protection. The European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), for
example, includes provisions relating to transparency, accountability, and the protection of individuals from unfair
automated decision-making processes. However, many developing economies have yet to establish comparable
regulatory safeguards, leaving significant gaps in the governance of algorithm-based financial services (World Bank,
2022).

To ensure equitable access to FinTech-enabled credit, policymakers and financial institutions must adopt gender-
responsive regulatory measures. These should include regular gender-disaggregated audits of credit-scoring algorithms,
mandatory disclosure of approval and rejection rates by gender, and the development of alternative credit assessment
models that recognize women’s economic contributions beyond traditional formal-sector indicators. Such approaches
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may incorporate alternative data sources, including savings behaviour, digital transaction histories, participation in self-
help groups, and community-based lending records.

From the perspective of the Triad Framework, algorithmic bias highlights the continuing importance of gender-
responsive policy in the digital financial era. Even when financial inclusion infrastructure is available and women
possess adequate financial literacy, discriminatory institutional systems can still restrict access to financial
opportunities. Therefore, effective regulation of algorithmic decision-making is essential to ensure that technological
innovation contributes to, rather than undermines, women’s financial empowerment.

5.3 Social Norms and Intra-Household Gatekeeping

Women's financial empowerment is constrained not only by limitations within financial institutions but also by power
relations operating within households. The first set of constraints arises from legal and institutional barriers that restrict
women's ability to independently access and manage financial services. In some contexts, women may face difficulties
opening bank accounts, accessing financial products, or independently conducting financial transactions due to formal
regulations or administrative practices that favour male authority. Even when legal restrictions have been removed,
social norms may continue to limit women's effective access to financial services (Jayachandran, 2015).

A second and often more complex barrier involves intra-household control over financial resources. In many societies,
women's earnings are pooled into household finances and managed primarily by the male head of the household. Under
such circumstances, formal ownership of a bank account may have limited practical significance if women lack the
authority to decide how their income is saved, invested, or spent. Consequently, financial inclusion cannot be measured
solely by account ownership; it must also consider whether women possess meaningful control over financial decision-
making.

Research has shown that women who attempt to exercise independent control over their earnings may face social
sanctions, family conflict, or community disapproval. These pressures can discourage women from using financial
services autonomously, thereby limiting the empowerment potential of financial inclusion initiatives. As Kabeer (1999)
argues, access to resources alone does not automatically translate into agency unless individuals possess the freedom
and capacity to make strategic choices regarding those resources.

Recognizing these challenges, financial institutions and product designers have increasingly sought to develop financial
products that enhance women's privacy and autonomy. Emerging design features include discreet transaction
notifications, secure personal identification numbers (PINSs) that can be controlled independently by account holders,
and mobile wallet systems that allow women to accumulate savings privately before transferring funds into formal
financial accounts. These features provide women with greater control over their financial resources while reducing the
risk of unwanted interference from other household members.

Such innovations demonstrate that gender-responsive financial product design must address not only formal barriers to
access but also the social realities that shape women's financial experiences. Effective financial inclusion therefore
requires an understanding of household power dynamics alongside broader institutional and regulatory factors (Singh
etal., 2026).

From the perspective of the Triad Framework, intra-household power relations illustrate the interconnected nature of
resources, agency, and institutional support. Financial products may be available, and women may possess the
knowledge necessary to use them, but empowerment remains incomplete if social structures prevent women from
exercising meaningful control over their financial resources. Consequently, efforts to advance women's financial
empowerment must address both public institutional barriers and private household dynamics.

6. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Policymakers and Regularity Authorities

First, regulators should institutionalize tiered Know Your Customer (KYC) frameworks that enable women to open
basic financial accounts through biometric or alternative forms of identity verification when conventional
documentation is unavailable. The success of India's Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) demonstrates how
flexible KYC requirements can significantly expand financial access among previously excluded populations,
particularly women.

Second, central banks and financial regulatory authorities should mandate the collection and publication of sex-
disaggregated financial sector data. Such reporting should include indicators such as account ownership, account
dormancy rates, credit application and approval rates, loan sizes, digital transaction volumes, and usage patterns.
Without gender-disaggregated data, inequalities within financial systems remain largely invisible, limiting the ability
of policymakers and financial institutions to identify barriers and design effective interventions.

Third, governments and financial regulators should promote interoperability across mobile money and digital payment
platforms. Evidence from Tanzania demonstrates that interoperable payment systems reduce transaction costs, increase
market competition, and improve consumer convenience. These benefits are particularly important for low-income
women, who are often more sensitive to transaction fees and service restrictions. By eliminating provider lock-in and
enabling seamless transfers across different financial service providers, interoperability can strengthen both financial
inclusion and active participation in the digital economy.
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6.2 Financial Institutions and FinTech Providers

Financial institutions must prioritize gender-responsive product and service design to ensure that financial inclusion
initiatives translate into meaningful financial empowerment for women. Two critical areas requiring attention are
collateral systems and agent network recruitment.

Collateral Systems: Existing collateral requirements should be redesigned to recognize a broader range of assets that
women are more likely to own or control. In many contexts, women have limited access to land ownership and formal
property titles, restricting their ability to obtain credit through conventional collateral-based lending models. Financial
institutions should therefore consider movable assets such as livestock, jewellery, agricultural equipment, and other
productive assets as acceptable forms of collateral. The experience of several African countries that have established
movable asset registries demonstrates that such systems can expand women's access to formal credit while maintaining
prudent risk management practices. By recognizing alternative forms of asset ownership, financial institutions can
reduce one of the most significant structural barriers to women's economic participation.

Agent Network Recruitment: Financial institutions should adopt proactive recruitment strategies aimed at increasing
the representation of women within agent networks and frontline service delivery positions. Specific targets for
recruiting female agents in rural and peri-urban areas should be incorporated into organizational policies and
performance frameworks. Evidence from India’s Bank Sakhi programme and Bangladesh’s mobile financial service
(MFS) agent networks consistently demonstrates that higher levels of female representation among agents contribute to
greater trust among women customers, increased usage of financial services, higher transaction volumes, and stronger
engagement with digital financial products. Female agents are often better positioned to understand the specific needs
and constraints faced by women clients and can provide culturally appropriate support within local communities.
Together, these measures illustrate how financial product and service design can move beyond gender-neutral
approaches and actively address structural inequalities that limit women's participation in formal financial systems.
Such reforms are essential for ensuring that financial inclusion contributes to sustainable and equitable economic
empowerment.

6.3 Civil Society and Development Organizations

Governments, financial institutions, and development agencies should deliver financial education and skill-development
programmes in ways that are responsive to local cultural contexts rather than relying solely on conventional classroom-
based training models. Evidence suggests that financial education is most effective when provided at critical decision-
making points, such as when individuals open their first bank account, receive their first salary, apply for a loan, or
begin using a digital financial service. This context-specific approach, often referred to as the "teachable moment"
model, enables individuals to immediately apply newly acquired knowledge and has been shown to produce stronger
behavioural outcomes than generic financial literacy programmes delivered in isolation (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2014).

In addition to traditional financial knowledge, the expansion of digital financial services requires a parallel emphasis
on digital financial capability. Women must be equipped with the practical skills necessary to safely and independently
navigate digital financial systems. Such skills include operating mobile banking applications, using USSD-based
banking services, managing digital wallets, creating and safeguarding passwords and personal identification numbers
(PINSs), recognizing phishing attempts and online fraud, and understanding basic cyber security practices. Strengthening
these competencies is a critical prerequisite for ensuring that digital financial inclusion translates into meaningful and
secure financial participation.

Furthermore, financial education initiatives should utilize innovative and culturally relevant communication strategies.
Evidence from countries such as South Africa and India demonstrates that entertainment-based approaches—including
storytelling, community radio programmes, television dramas, and other forms of educational media—can effectively
improve financial knowledge while simultaneously challenging restrictive social norms. By embedding financial
messages within familiar narratives and community-based communication channels, such approaches can increase
engagement, improve retention of information, and encourage positive behavioural change. Consequently, financial
literacy programmes should move beyond information dissemination and adopt participatory, context-sensitive, and
culturally grounded methods that support both learning and empowerment.

7. CONCLUSION

This paper has argued that women’s financial empowerment cannot be achieved through any single intervention in
isolation. Evidence drawn from Bangladesh, Rwanda, India, and Kenya consistently demonstrates that financial
inclusion, financial literacy, and gender-responsive policies function as an interdependent triad. The effectiveness of
any one component depends upon the strength and presence of the other two. Consequently, weaknesses in any pillar
reduce the overall capacity of the system to promote sustainable financial empowerment.

The case studies examined in this paper illustrate this interdependence clearly. In Bangladesh, digital wage payment
systems enhanced women’s savings and financial autonomy only when supported by privacy protections and gender-
responsive agent networks. In Rwanda, land tenure reform expanded women’s access to formal credit, but its impact
was strengthened through complementary financial literacy initiatives and cooperative financial institutions. In India,
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large-scale financial inclusion through the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) translated into active account
usage only when supported by trusted female banking correspondents such as Bank Sakhis. Similarly, in Kenya, access
to mobile money services through M-Pesa expanded women’s economic opportunities and occupational mobility by
providing a reliable mechanism for financial transfers, risk management, and income diversification.

The analysis further demonstrates that policy frameworks must move beyond gender-neutral approaches and embrace
gender-transformative strategies that explicitly address the structural barriers affecting women’s financial participation.
Three challenges require particular attention. First, the persistent digital gender divide threatens to create a new form of
financial exclusion as financial services become increasingly digitized. Second, algorithmic bias in credit-scoring
systems risks reproducing historical patterns of discrimination through automated decision-making processes. Third,
intra-household gatekeeping practices continue to limit women’s effective control over financial resources, even when
they formally possess financial accounts and other financial assets.

Despite significant global progress, approximately 740 million women remain excluded from formal financial services
(Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2022). Expanding financial access and empowerment for these women represents not only a
matter of social justice but also a critical development priority. A substantial body of evidence demonstrates that
women’s financial capability generates positive multiplier effects on household welfare, children’s education and health
outcomes, community resilience, and broader economic growth. Realizing these benefits requires sustained
commitment to integrating financial inclusion, financial literacy, and gender-responsive policy within a unified
framework. The Triad Framework proposed in this paper offers a comprehensive approach for policymakers, financial
institutions, and civil society organizations seeking to transform financial access into genuine and sustainable financial
empowerment for women.
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