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1. Introduction 

Financial access and an inclusive financial system have a range of benefits and can lead to

reduction in poverty and inequality. An inclusive financial system provides opportunities for

investment  in  new  or  existing  businesses,  allows  households  to  build  savings,  increases

consumption  and improves  overall  wellbeing  (Arora 2014;  Banerjee  and Newman,  1993;

Galor and Zeira, 1993; Aghion and Bolton, 1997; Piketty, 1997; Claessens and Perotti, 2007;

Demirguc-Kunt and Levine, 2008; Demirguc-Kunt and Levine, 2009; Gine and Townsend,

2004). 

Theoretically, the assumption is that financial services are accessible to all, therefore, there

are no distributional implications. In the real world, however, various complexities such as,

high transaction costs, asymmetric information and risk and uncertainty on project outcomes

can limit people’s access to financial services (Beck and de la Torre 2006). Several groups of

population  and regions  such as  rural  areas,  elderly,  disabled,  homeless  and migrants  can

remain excluded from the financial system. There is also a sharp gender divide in access to

financial  services.  Globally,  the  number  of  adults  with  account  at  a  financial  institution

(including mobile money providers) was 51% in 2001 increasing to 69% in 2017, about 72%

of men and 65% of women had account at a financial  institution and globally about 980

million women are still unbanked. 

Unequal access to women in education, wages, employment and finance not only impacts

labour productivity, but also has implications on savings and investment made by women,

consumption,  exports  and overall  economic  growth (Seguino and Floro 2003).  Access to

finance is also considered as an important tool for enhancing women empowerment (Arora
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2020). Furthermore, it can also help in reducing gender inequalities and increase participation

of women in the paid workforce (Popov and Zaharia 2016). Women investors as being more

risk averse (Byder, Agudelo and Arango 2019), also play a greater role in building resilience

and financial stability (Sahay et al. 2018).1

This  gender  divide  is  even  sharper  when  taking  access  to  digital  financial  services  into

account  and  the  gap  is  particularly  pervasive  in  developing  countries.2 In  recent  years,

considerable focus is being placed on employing technology to increase financial inclusion of

women (Van der Spuy, A. & Souter 2020). Various benefits of financial services through

technology (digital  finance) which have been documented in case of developing countries

include increased empowerment of women within households as it improves their access to

financial  services;  increased  role  of  women in household  decision  making and improved

occupational choices (Docquier et al.  2009; Haider 2018; Demirguc-Kunt 2018; Kusimba,

2018). 

In this study, we, therefore, examine the extent of digital divide in access to digital financial

service to women and its role in financial inclusion. Our region of interest is South Asia as

gender  inequality  is  pervasive  in  the  South  Asian  countries.  Also,  this  region  (primarily

Bangladesh) considered as the birthplace of modern microfinance, has targeted women as its

prime beneficiaries with the objectives of reducing poverty and improving household well-

being.3 Table 1 provides a brief snapshot of the major indicators in the region. 

Table 1: Some indicators on South Asia

Country Population
(millions)
(2018) 

%  of
total

GDP  per
capita
(average)

GDP
growth
rate
(2001-
15 avg)

%  of  adults
having
accounts  at
financial
institution
(2014)

Ranking  in
Human
Developme
nt  Index
2018

Poverty
headcount
ratio  (@1.90$
a  day)  %  of
population

Bangladesh 161.35 9.2 744.9 6.0 29.4 136 14.8 (2016) 
Nepal 28.08 1.6 574.1 3.7 33.8 149 15 (2010)

Pakistan 212.21 10.9 1028.9 4.4 8.7 150 3.9 (2015)
India 1,352.62 75.0 1276.6 7.4 45.5 130 21.2 (2011)

Sri Lanka 21.67 1.2 2755.0 5.9 82.7 76 0.8 (2016)

1 For an interesting account of the historical role played by women in finance see Maltby and Rutterford (2012). 
2 Women’s representation in executive committees in financial services in major countries shows that as in 2019
for instance, the proportion of women were as low as 4% in South Korea and 5% in Japan, in contrast to Israel
(38%), Australia (34%) and Sweden (35%). Among South Asian countries data was only available for India,
according to which the proportion of women on executive committees as in 2019 was 19% in India, this was an
improved score by 8% compared to 2016 (Oliver Wyman 2020: Women in Financial Services Report 2020).
Differences in women’s representation are even more stark at the fintech level.  
3 Several studies have however, found mixed evidence on the impact of microfinance on women in South Asia
(Hulme and Matriot 2014; Banerjee et al. 2015; Zulfikar 2017). 
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Source: World Bank indicators. 

In  this  chapter,  we aim to  address  three  major  research  questions:  What  is  the  level  of

women’s access to digital financial services in South Asia? What are the barriers they face in

accessing  digital  financial  services?  Can  increased  regulation  reduce  cyber  security  and

overcome trust issues and reduce the digital divide? 

Our study is novel in a number of ways.  There are very few studies available  on digital

financial  services  in  general.  Moreover,  hardly  any academic  literature  (although  several

government reports/philanthropic organisations such as Bill Gates Foundation - the so-called

grey literature have emerged in recent years) exists on digital financial services to women and

more so, in South Asia, although a good body of literature is available on mobile money in

African context, especially Kenya. Poor access to digital services to women and low financial

access in general deprives approximately half of the population devoid of opportunities for

instance,  starting  a  business,  education,  savings  and  consequently  impacting  economic

growth.  

Our study employs cross-country data for selected South Asian countries from Global Findex

database,  a  comprehensive  demand  side  database  on  how  adults  save,  borrow,  make

payments, and manage risk. This data on more than 100 indicators including digital financial

services  to  both  men  and  women  is  collected  in  partnership  with  Gallup,  Inc.,  through

nationally representative surveys of more than 150,000 adults in over 140 economies. We

also employ data from other sources such as supply-side data from IMF Financial Access

Survey on financial  institutions  and also Financial  Inclusion Insights Survey on financial

literacy and access to digital financial services. 

Rest of the chapter is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews the related literature in the area.

Section 3 provides an overview of the state of financial access and digital financial services

in particular to women in South Asia. It also highlights the extent of digital divide existing in

the region. Section 4 discusses the barriers facing women in South Asia in accessing digital

financial services. Finally, the last section concludes.        

2. Related Literature
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Despite  women’s  strong  role  in  economic  growth  and  development,  as  has  been  well

acknowledged in the literature  (Dollar  and Gatti  1999; Stotsky 2006),  women often face

various deprivations to education, finance, employment. Several studies have pointed out in

this  context  that  gender  sensitive  policies  reduce  gender  inequality,  allows  women  to

participate in economic activities and contribute to economic growth. For instance, Dollar

and Gatti (1999) noted that 1% increase in the share of women with secondary education

leads  to  an increase in  per  capita  income by 0.3%. Gender  focused approach also has a

positive  impact  on  development  as  women  tend  to  spend  more  on  children’s  education,

health,  nutrition  and  lead  to  increased  household  welfare  (Duflo  2012;  Quisumbing  and

Maluccio  2003).  A  number  of  studies  have  shown  that  access  to  finance  provides

opportunities  to women start  their  businesses,  increase their  savings, and empowers them

(Popov and Zaharia 2016; Dupas and Robinson (2013). Yet women’s access to finance has

remained low and their access to digital financial services is even lower, particularly in South

Asia. In the paragraphs below we look at the literature on digital financial services and its

relationship to financial inclusion in general and for women in particular. Also, we briefly

examine  literature  on  digital  financial  services  and  its  impact  on  various  development

indicators.    

2.1 Digital financial services and financial inclusion

Digital financial services have been defined as a medium of delivering all financial services

using internet without the need to visit physical bank branch (Arora 2020). Acknowledging

that there is no standard definition of digital financial services, Ozili (2018) argues that “there

is some consensus that digital finance encompasses all products, services, technology and/or

infrastructure that enable individuals and companies to have access to payments, savings, and

credit facilities via the internet (online) without the need to visit a bank branch or without

dealing  directly  with  financial  service  provider.”  Gomber  et  al.  (2017)  define  it  as  “all

electronic products and services of the financial sector, e.g., credit and chip cards, electronic

exchange  systems,  home  banking,  and  home  trading  services  (Banks  2001)  as  well  as

automated teller machines (ATMs). Furthermore, it involves all mobile and app services.” 

That technology can assist in financial inclusion is borne out by several studies. For instance,

Agarwal et al. (2020) using data on 417,578 loan applications from mobile fintech lending

platform examine whether usage of mobile data can predict and using alternate credit scoring

methods. They argue that mobile footprints of individuals are better predictors of their ability
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to obtain credit and repay their loans. This is a better alternative to traditional credit scoring

systems. They found that loan applicants with higher credit score, education, salary are more

likely to be approved. Further,  their  results  also show that  applicants  with higher mobile

footprints for instance, number of contacts, number of installed apps, call made or received,

also financial or mobile loan apps are more likely to get their loans approved. Similarly, other

studies such as Chava et al. 2017, Fuster et al. 2018, D’Acunto et al. 2019, Fuster, Plosser,

Schnabl & Vickery, 2019, Rossi and Utkus 2019, Yiming & Clark (n.d.) have also explored

impact  of  financial  technology  on  consumer  welfare.  Their  study,  however,  does  not

distinguish on the basis of gender. Asongu et al. too (2019) examined role of mobile phones

in  promoting  good governance  (three dimensions  of  governance-  political,  economic  and

institutional) employing cross country data for 47 Sub Saharan countries for the period 2000-

2012. Findings of their study showed a positive impact of mobile phones on governance in

general.  Also,  the  impact  of  mobile  phones  on  governance  is  much  higher  compared  to

individual dimensions.      

Several  other  studies have observed positive  impact  of  digitisation  on financial  inclusion

(Bharadwaj and Suri 2020). For instance, Agyekum et al. (2016) in their study showed that a

1 per cent increase in mobile subscription leads to 1.19 % increase in credit to the private

sector. Other benefits of digitisation of financial services especially for the poor include ease

of conducting financial transactions without the need to visit physical bank branches, thus

avoiding  related  travel  costs.  For  instance,  Bachas  et  al.  (2018)  by  employing  a  natural

experiment in the Mexican context on technological intervention such as debit card provide

evidence that it reduces indirect transaction costs such as travel costs and cost of forgone

wages. The authors found that beneficiaries of Mexican cash transfer program with the use of

debit card reduced their road distance travel from 4.8 km earlier to 1.3. Also, the proportion

of beneficiaries who had to forgo housework, child care or work for accessing money from

bank dropped from 84% earlier to 25%. Also, debit card enabled increased frequency of other

financial activities such as checking balances etc. 

2.2 Impact of Digital financial services and access to women and development

Various  studies  have  found  that  providing  digital  financial  services  to  women  leads  to

increased  empowerment,  household  decision  making  and  improved  choices  in  terms  of

occupations  (Docquier  et  al.  2009;  Haider  2018;  Demirguc-Kunt  2017;  Kusimba,  2018;

Hendriks 2019). It  also leads to increased privacy for women and allows them increased
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control  over  funds over  rest  of the household (2013).  Morawczynski  and Pickens (2009)

showed  that  mobile  money  transfers  allowed  women  to  access  remittances  from  their

husbands  in  Kenya.  Some studies  also  observed that  smartphone  financial  apps  increase

welfare  of  women  as  it  enables  increased  financial  information  and  enables  informed

financial choices (Carlin et al. 2017).   

Acknowledging the lack of diversity of women in financial services sector, Oliver Wyman’s

report (2020) notes:

The lack of women in technology is becoming increasingly important to address as the industry digitizes. In the
future, many of the roles with the most impact on the industry and on customers will be digital. If we do not
recruit,  train,  and  re-skill  women  accordingly,  there  will  be  a  gap  in  the  most  influential  positions.  With
automation, many of the front-line roles traditionally held by women in branches and call centers are likely to be
endangered (Women in Financial Services 2020: A Panoramic Approach, Oliver Wyman 2020).

Technological interventions can also help women in reducing or overcoming the problem of

asymmetric  information  by using  innovative  credit  scoring  models  such  as  social  media

presence on various  digital  platforms,  mobile  data  usage and can increase their  financial

inclusion. As Arora (2020) observed:

Digital applications such as mobile banking and electronic payment solutions can overcome some of the socio-
cultural barriers such as the customary requirement for male relatives to permit access to credit to women or
overcome barriers of restricted women’s mobility in many communities as it allows them to carry out financial
transactions in the privacy of their own home in their own time without needing to physically travel to visit a
bank branch and constrained by bank branch’s working hours.

3. State of digital financial services and gendered digital divide

Globally,  the  number  of  adults  with  account  at  financial  institutions  was  51% in  2001

increasing  to  69%  in  2017  (World  Bank).  This  however,  varies  considerably  across

developed  and  developing  countries  with  account  ownership  around  94%  in  developed

countries,  while  in  developing countries  it  was  63% (Figure  1).  Account  ownership  also

varies  across  different  developing  countries  with  some  countries  such  as,  Brazil  having

account ownership of 70%; China 80% and countries in Sub-Saharan Africa Congo 26%,

Ethiopia 35% and Guinea 23% in 2017. It  also varies by income and  education. Thus, the

probability of owning an account is higher for those with higher incomes and with education.

Around 1.7 billion adults still remain unbanked without an account at any financial institution

or even a mobile money provider. Nearly half of the unbanked population is in just seven

countries: Bangladesh, India, China, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, and Pakistan. 
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Figure 1: Account ownership in different regions, 2017

Gender gap in account ownership is also substantial with globally nearly 56% of women still

remaining unbanked. Gender gap is almost non-existent in the developed countries, while a

gap of about 10% each persists in low income and lower middle-income countries. Across the

regions, gender gap is highest at 19% in Middle East & North Africa followed by 11% each

in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Account ownership based on gender 

However, reverse trends have also been observed in financial access gender gap in countries

like Chile and Moldova where commercial bank deposit accounts held by women exceed that

of men. In case of microfinance, gender disaggregated data shows that women continue to be

the major borrowers from microfinance institutions.  For example,  women were the major

borrowers  in  MFIs  in  Bangladesh  (IMF  2020).  Yet,  the  numbers  given  below  may  not

provide an adequate picture for instance, in Pakistan the accounts may be in women’s name,

yet it may be controlled by men. As Zulfiqar (2017) observed, “even when the loans are in

women’s names, a good proportion of the women lack control or even knowledge of how the

loans  are  used (Anne-Marie  Goetz and Sen R.  Gupta 1994).  In  Pakistan,  Aban Haq and

Mehnaz  Safavian  (2013)  find  that  between  50  and  70  percent  of  female  microcredit

borrowers in Pakistan hand their loans over to male relatives, and when men are unable to

take out loans, they force their wives to borrow on their behalf”. Table 2 provides a snapshot

of some access indicators such as number of depositors and borrowers based on gender in

different financial institutions. 

Table 2: Financial access indicators based on gender

Item Countries 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Number  of  male  depositors
of the household sector with
commercial banks per 1,000
male adults

Bangladesh

Pakistan

511.57

351.84

522.42

351.09

842.37

331.49

906.18

399.03

1,001.31

446.75

Number  of  female
depositors  of  household
sector  with  commercial
banks  per  1,000  female
adults

Bangladesh

Pakistan

214.56

88.52

242.94

98.15

392.49

102.27

470.36

111.86

499.61

144.64

Number  of  male  borrowers
of the household sector from
commercial banks per 1,000
male adults

Bangladesh

Pakistan

80.79

38.53

84.64

37.85

117.97

36.61

120.76

24.09

119.42

25.19

Number  of  female
borrowers  of  the household
sector  from  commercial
banks  per  1,000  female
adults

Bangladesh

Pakistan

18.24

3.27

9.01

3.41

13.91

3.21

14.14

2.21

14.38

2.67

Number  of  male  borrowers
of household sector from all
microfinance institutions per
1,000 male adults

Pakistan - - - 41.10 40.75

Number  of  female
borrowers  of  household
sector from all microfinance
institutions per 1,000 female
adults

Pakistan - - - 52.19 51.75

Source: FAS, IMF. 
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Among various data sources, IMF’s Financial Access Survey launched in 2009 covering 189

countries provides data on mobile money accounts and other digital forms such as credit card,

debit  card  and  internet  transactions  for  countries  in  the  South  Asian  region  mainly

Bangladesh,  India,  Pakistan  and Nepal  to  a  certain  extent.  According  to  FAS 2018,  the

number of mobile money accounts was more than twice the number of bank accounts per

1000 people. Mobile money accounts have especially expanded in Sub Saharan Africa and

Asia providing financial services to less banked or unbanked population. Figure 3 shows the

number  of  registered  money  accounts  per  1000  adults.  As  this  shows,  the  number  of

registered mobile money accounts increased sharply in Fiji and also India. 
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Figure 3: Number of registered money accounts per 1000 adults

According to latest FAS data, the value of mobile money transactions grew especially faster

in low and middle-income countries. For instance, in 2019 this was around 70% of GDP in

Ghana and 90% in Cambodia (IMF 2020). The table below shows some indicators on the

extent of digital financing in South Asia.  

Table 3: Digital financing in South Asia: some indicators

Items Bangladesh India Pakistan Nepal

Number  of  registered  mobile
money  accounts  per  1,000
adults

517.14 1,264.79 327.79 188.67

Outstanding balances  on active 18.63 0.02 0.01 0.08
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mobile  money  accounts  (%  of
GDP)
Value  of  mobile  money
transactions  (during  the
reference year) (% of GDP)

75.35 0.57 10.57 NA

Number  of  credit  cards  per
1,000 adults

12.06 37.99 11.08 5.36

Number of debit cards per 1,000
adults

165.22 872.69 228.44 283.66

Value  of  mobile  and  internet
banking  transactions  (during
reference yr) (% of GDP)

458.74 145.13 58.43 17.63

Note: Data for Sri Lanka was not available.

Source: FAS, IMF. 

Globally  mobile  phone  subscriptions  were  6.686  billion  as  at  end  2019  (World  Bank

indicators). Within this, the share of South Asia was 22.5% or 1.506 billion increasing from

20% in 2017. Mobile cellular phone subscriptions per 100 people was 87.36 in South Asia, in

contrast to higher figure of 106.51 at the global level. This is also much lower compared to

other regions. At the country level, this was 101.55 in Bangladesh, 84.27 in India, 139.45 in

Nepal, and 142 in Sri Lanka and lowest in Pakistan at 76. In India wireless teledensity is

much lower in the rural areas compared to urban areas. Wireless teledensity according to

Telecom Regulatory Authority of India was 156.42 in the urban areas and just 56.68 in the

rural areas (TRAI 2019). 

In terms of gender, according to a recent survey of GSMA 2018, on an average, women in

low and middle-income countries  are  10% less  likely to  own a phone compared to men

(about 184 million fewer women than men own a mobile); in South Asia this figure increases

to 26%. Besides ownership of phones,  substantial  gender gap exists  also in its  usage for

instance,  in  low and middle-income countries  over 1.2 billion  women do not use mobile

internet (measured as internet used at least once in past three months on a mobile) and in

South Asia women are 70% less likely than men to use mobile internet (Arora 2020).  Thus,

in South Asia the gender gap in the use of mobile internet is highest at 70% compared to the

global gap of 26% reflecting high gender inequality in the region (GSMA 2018). In India, for

example, only 13% women had used mobile internet in the last three months compared to

31% men. In Pakistan, the figures are even lower where only 10% of women used mobile

internet compared to 26% men. In contrast to above, the corresponding figures for China for

the same period were 74% for women and 77% for men. 
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Significant disparity exists not only at the regional level, but within country too. For instance,

at the sub-national level within India, significant disparity exists in the ownership of phones

by women that they themselves use. As NFHS Survey, 2015-16 shows ownership of phones

among women varies widely from just 29% in the northern state, Madhya Pradesh (including

both rural and urban areas) to 81% in Kerala (NFHS survey 2015-16). While women in urban

and rural  areas  in  Kerala  had an equal  access  to  mobile  phones,  in  some states  such as

Madhya Pradesh and Odisha the gap was more than 30%. In Pakistan, the gender gap in

ownership of phones was around 40% and 49% in the urban and rural areas with internet

usage gender gaps even much higher.

In terms of other digital usage indicators in South Asia, the increase in debit card ownership

was mainly led by men in the region as their share in total rose from 10% to 36%.  Overall,

ownership of debit cards in the region increased from 7% in 2011 to 27% in 2017. At the

country level, 31% of women owned debit cards in Sri Lanka followed by India (22%) and

was  much  lower  at  4%,  6%  and  3%  in  Bangladesh,  Nepal  and  Pakistan.  Credit  card

ownership was much lower for  both men and women across  all  countries  in  the  region.

Payment through other digital means is also much higher for men than women. As World

Bank’s Global Findex database for 2017 shows, in Bangladesh 47% men made or received

digital  payments in contrast to 21% women. Similarly, in India, Sri Lanka and Nepal too

large gender gap persists. In Pakistan this is much wider as 29% men made or received digital

payments in contrast to 5% women.  

4. Barriers in accessing digital services

Having discussed the gender divide in the previous paragraphs, a question emerges, why this

digital  gender divide exists and what constraints and challenges women face in accessing

digital financial services? 

The  barriers  can  be  broadly  divided  into  two  groups:  cultural  and  non-cultural  barriers.

Various barriers can be observed from Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Barriers facing women in digital financial services 

Among non-cultural barriers for women in accessing digital financial services are primarily

infrastructure,  education,  income  and  employment.  Within  infrastructural  barriers  low

internet connectivity and its usage is low specially in South Asian countries. The percentage

of people using internet in 2019 was 20.1% in 2019 in South Asia. Within South Asia, the

proportion of people using internet out of total population was considerably low at 13% in

Bangladesh  followed  by  Pakistan  at  17%,  India  (20.1%),  Nepal  (21.4%)  and  Sri  Lanka

(34%). Interestingly, India’s share declined from 32% in 2017 to 20% in 2019. These figures

are considerably lower compared to other emerging and developing economies such as Brazil

(70.4%);  China  (54%);  Malaysia  (84.2%);  Russia  (82.6)  and  South  Africa  (56%).

Furthermore, digital divide persists even within the countries for instance in India a large

number of rural areas are deprived of internet connectivity (Rana et al. 2019; Agarwal and

Panda 2018). Access to women on internet facilities Nonetheless, according to GSMA (2020)

in South Asia, the mobile internet gender gap is reducing and has narrowed from 67 percent

in 2017 to 51 per cent in 2019, which based on their estimates, has allowed internet facilities

to another 78 million women. However, GSMA (2020) further observes, that despite positive

outcomes as above, “the gender gap is still widest in South Asia at 51 per cent, and remains

fairly consistent in other regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa, which has the second largest
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gender  gap  at  37  per  cent.”  Among  South  Asian  countries  the  gender  gap  is  higher  in

Pakistan where women are 38% less likely than men to own a phone and 49% less likely to

use mobile internet (GSMA 2020). The gap further widens when ownership of smart phone is

taken into account. Table 4 briefly shows the type of mobile phone ownership in different

South  Asian  countries  based  on  gender.  The  figures  for  South  Asia  also  contrasts

significantly with that of other countries such as Brazil in Latin America. 

Table 4: Types of Phone Ownership in South Asia based on Gender (%)

Countries Men Women
Smart Phone Feature Phone Basic Phone Smart

Phone
Feature
Phone

Basic Phone

Bangladesh 36 31 19 21 26 13
India 37 9 29 14 6 31
Pakistan 37 7 39 20 6 23
Brazil 65 4 10 65 8 8
Algeria 68 2 20 55 2 26

Source: GSMA (2020). 

 

Various  studies  have  also  identified  education  as  another  barrier  in  the  access  of  digital

financial  services especially for women. For instance,  in a cross country study on factors

impeding usage of internet in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Nepal,  Zhou et al. (2011) found

that  knowledge  of  English  language  was  a  specific  barrier  in  accessing  internet  thereby

implying that use of regional languages in internet apps would increase accessibility. GSMA

Besides knowledge of english language, low levels of literacy in general for women in South

Asia is  another  deterring factor  in the uptake of digital  financial  services.  In South Asia

average literacy rate of women at 62.2 is much lower compared to world average of 82.6.

Within the region, female literacy rate in Pakistan was just 46.5, 59.7 in Nepal, 65.8 in India,

71.9 in Bangladesh and much higher at 90.7 in Sri Lanka. The proportion of females with no

schooling was highest in Pakistan at 59%, followed by Nepal (48%) and India (47%) with

lowest in Sri Lanka at 6%. This educational gender gap is relatively large in South Asia

compared  to  other  regions.  Various  studies  have  also  shown that  discrimination  against

women in education impacts economic development and leads to windening of inequalities

(Todaro and Smith 2020).        

Besides basic literacy, in our context financial literacy and digital literacy are also crucial

factors  in  influencing  uptake  of  financial  services.  The role  of  financial  literacy  and the

ability to make informed financial decisions has been emphasised by several studies (Alessie

et al 2011; Cole, Sampson et al 2011; Hogarth and O’Donnell 1999). In the OECD financial

13



literacy  index  based  on  three  dimensions:  financial  knowledge,  financial  behaviour  and

financial attitudes, the average score for G20 countries was 12.7 and India’s score was below

average with scores in dimensions as 3.7 for financial knowledge, 5.6 for financial behaviour

and 2.6 in financial attitude (OECD 2018). Substantial gender gaps also persisted in financial

literacy  across  the G20 countries.  In  the  Indian case,  interestingly,  low financial  literacy

scores are irrespective of incomes with similarities across those with low and high incomes.

Lacking  a  standard  definition  of  digital  financial  literacy  Arora  (2020)  defined  digital

financial literacy (and literacy in general), ‘as the ability to send and receive text messages on

phones.’  Acknowledging lack of clarity on the definition of digital financial literacy, FinDev

Gateway (2020) defined it as a blended confluence of digital literacy and financial literacy.

According to them, key enablers for women’s digital financial literacy are literacy, consumer

awareness (ability  or awareness to make choices in digital  financial  products),  numeracy,

easy  access  to  phones,  design  of  products  and  above  all  social  norms.  Digital  financial

literacy is low within South Asia.     

Lack of adequate income and geographic distance to financial institutions including ATMs

are  also  cited  other  non-cultural  barriers.  For  instance,  in  India  with  66%  of  the  rural

population,  the availability  of ATMs is  very low. Overall,  ATMs per 100,000 adults  are

currently abysmally low in South Asia at 16.45 comparing starkly with the world average

(Table 5).  

Table 5: Availability of ATMs (ATMs per 100,000

Country ATMs per 100,000 adults (2019)

South Asia 16.45

India 20.95

Bangladesh 8.86

Pakistan 10.84

Nepal 16.45

Sri Lanka 17.20$ 

Brazil 101.67

China 95.54

South Africa 65.31

World 49.61

   Note: This only takes into account availability of physical ATMs. $: latest data is for 2015. 

Source: World Bank database
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Above all, cultural barriers defined by deep social norms and attitudes towards women in

South Asia persist in the region. As UNDP’s report on Gender Social Norms Index (2020)

observes: 

Social norms are central to the understanding of these dynamics. For example, societies often tell their girls that
they can become anything they want  and are capable  of,  while  investing in their  education.  But the same
societies tend to block their access to power positions without giving them a fair chance. 

These cultural barriers pervade every aspect of women’s lives including their access to digital

financial services as well. For instance, social norms such as family not approving owning

phones is a significant factor impeding mobile internet use of women in South Asia mainly

Bangladesh,  Pakistan,  India  and  Sri  Lanka  (GSMA 2017).  Social  norms  are  particularly

stringent in Pakistan as GSMA (2020) reports that, “while disapproval by family members is

not a top barrier in most markets, for women in Bangladesh and particularly in Pakistan, it is

an  extremely  important  factor  grounded  in  conservative  social  norms  that  govern  many

women’s choices and behaviour.” Among the social norms, reputational risks to family sue to

internet  use;  limited  decision-making power within households and less time available  to

women to learn new skills such as internet are the most cited factors constraining women’s

internet use in South Asia (Arora 2020). In the South Asian context, GSMA (2017) observed

that “expectations of married women were relatively consistent in all four countries. Women

are typically expected to give up work outside the home, to devote most of their time to

childcare and looking after the household, to acknowledge the authority of their husband (and

parents-in-law) over where they go and how they spend their time, and to put the needs of

their family before their own”. 

In South Asian societies which are highly patriarchal, the dividing line between cultural and

non-cultural barriers is blurred as socio-cultural factors often influence various other aspects

of women’s lives including financial access. For instance, as FII survey (2017) observes in

Pakistan, “adherence to ultraconservative customs including the complete separation of men

and women in all spheres of life and male guardianship have created barriers for women that

cross  income,  age,  geographic  and  educational  demographics.”  Even  in  India,  financial

decisions are mostly taken by men in the households. Thus, as the FII survey showed that in

India 61% of men decide on how income of their wives is spent, in contrast to just 14% of

women. 

5. Conclusion
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This study examined the extent of gendered digital  divide in South Asia. We focused on

South  Asia  for  a  number  of  reasons.  The  region,  specifically  Bangladesh  is  the  hub  of

microfinance services. In terms of socio-economic factors, poverty is very high in the region.

Also, these countries have highly patriarchal societies and gender inequality is pervasive in

the region. There are several similarities across the region historically, culturally, food and

even in terms of language. Access to finance is also quite low in the region. While several

efforts have been taken to improve financial access in general, a large gender gap persists in

accessing financial services. Our study employing cross-country data available from Global

Findex database and other sources such IMF’s Financial Access Survey examines two major

research questions on the extent of digital divide in access to financial services to women and

what are the barriers they face in accessing digital financial services. Findings indicate that

although digital  access although low for men as well,  its access to women is even lesser.

Furthermore, our study found that several cultural and non-cultural barriers prevent women

from accessing digital financial services. These include low literacy including financial and

digital literacy, poor access to mobile phones, low employment opportunities and above all

strong cultural barriers which prevent women from accessing digital financial services. 

In  bridging this  digital  divide and enabling  women to participate  on an equal  footing in

economic  growth,  a  concerted  effort  by  all  stakeholders  such  as  government,  mobile

networks, and other development community is required (GSMA 2020). This includes focus

on girl’s education, increased employment opportunities, raising awareness campaigns and

improved digital products to specifically meet women’s needs. An important area to focus is

also  ensuring  better  data  collection  as  currently  data  availability  on  women’s  access  to

financial services and digital in particular is quite sparse. For instance, data on age group

access of financial services to women is not available limiting our understanding of which

age group of women are more financially excluded. Interestingly, as GSMA (2020) showed

while factors related to trust and security were found ranked very high for women (and men

equally) particularly in Latin American countries such as Brazil, Guatemala and Mexico, in

the South Asian countries, more so, in Pakistan family’s disapproval of women using mobile

phones (35%) was the major factor. Under these circumstances, technological solutions will

also  be of  not  much use  unless  these  socio-cultural  norms are  directly  addressed (Arora

2020).  
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