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Abstract 

Discussions around the importance of women’s financial inclusion are a result of two 

main multidimensional issues: financial inclusion itself and gender equality. From the 1.7 

billion people in this world that do not have a bank account, women represent 56% according 

to the World Bank Global Findex in 2017 (World Bank 2017). The representation is alarming, 

but worse is the fact that the breach between men and women remain virtually the same for a 

decade. Gender equality remains what it seems an unattainable goal despite major 

advancements in technology, sciences and human rights, and when it comes to the access, usage 

and quality of financial products and services this pattern unfortunately does not differ. Even 

though encouraging women to manage their own financial resources can have tremendous 

impact in poverty reduction, economic growth and global progress (Vargas and Santos 2021; 

Mayoux 2011), the intrinsic social, economic and market barriers faced by households, female 

entrepreneurs and women in general to open a bank account or access a loan persist. 

Nevertheless, recent changes in the financial industry promoted by Fintechs have had a relevant 

impact in the way women perceive their relationship with financial institutions. Such companies 

presented an innovative approach in designing and providing financial products, based on 

customer’s needs, leverage by technology and customer experience.  

This study focuses on understanding the background barriers that throughout history 

have limited the access of women to financial products. Moreover, it creates a framework based 

on qualitative research that establishes an ecosystem of variables that should be applied to 

women`s situation on different contexts serving as a foundation for comparison. This 

framework was used in a case comparative approach among Brazil, China and Kenya, 

concluding that Fintechs do hold the potential to promote women`s financial inclusion. 

 

Keywords: women`s financial inclusion; gender; Fintechs; financial services; financial literacy; 

female entrepreneurs; UN SGDs; Brazil; China; Kenya; MYbank; M-Pesa.    



 

 

Resumo 

As discussões em torno da importância da inclusão financeira das mulheres são 

resultado de duas grandes questões multidimensionais: a própria inclusão financeira e a 

igualdade de gênero. Do 1,7 bilhão de pessoas neste mundo que não têm conta bancária, as 

mulheres representam 56%, segundo o World Bank Global Findex em 2017 (World Bank 

2017). A representação em si é alarmante, mas pior é o fato de a brecha entre homens e mulheres 

permanecer praticamente a mesma por uma década. A igualdade de gênero continua parecendo 

uma meta inatingível apesar dos grandes avanços em tecnologia, ciências e direitos humanos, 

e quando se trata de acesso, uso e qualidade de produtos e serviços financeiros esse padrão 

infelizmente não é diferente. Embora encorajar as mulheres a gerenciar seus próprios recursos 

financeiros possa ter um tremendo impacto na redução da pobreza, crescimento econômico e 

progresso global (Vargas e Santos 2021; Mayoux 2011), as barreiras sociais, econômicas e de 

mercado enfrentadas por mulheres chefes de família, mulheres empreendedoras e mulheres 

trabalhadoras para abrir uma conta bancária ou acessar um empréstimo persistem as mesmas. 

No entanto, as recentes mudanças no setor financeiro promovidas pelas Fintechs tiveram um 

impacto relevante na forma como as mulheres percebem seu relacionamento com as instituições 

financeiras. Tais empresas apresentaram uma abordagem inovadora na concepção e 

fornecimento de produtos financeiros, com base nas necessidades do cliente, alavancadas pela 

tecnologia e experiência do cliente. 

Este estudo se concentra em compreender as barreiras que ao longo da história limitaram 

o acesso das mulheres aos produtos financeiros. Além disso, cria uma estrutura baseada em 

pesquisas qualitativas que estabelece um ecossistema de variáveis que devem ser aplicadas à 

situação das mulheres em diferentes contextos servindo de base para comparação. Esse 

framework foi utilizado em uma abordagem comparativa de casos entre Brasil, China e Quênia, 

concluindo que as Fintechs possuem potencial para promover a inclusão financeira das 

mulheres. 

 

Palavras-chave: inclusão financeira da mulher; gênero; Fintechs; serviços financeiros; 

educação financeira; mulheres empreendedoras; ODS da ONU; Brasil; China; Quênia; 

MYbank; M-Pesa.  
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Introduction 

Gender equality is referred by the United Nations as the “unfinished business of our time”, 

since despite major advancements in technology, sciences and human rights, this source of 

injustice is yet to be solved. A tremendous potential for a sustainable global development relies on 

providing an equal set of opportunities, responsibilities and rights to both women and men, girls 

and boys and still, in many dimensions the progress towards a gender-balanced society is 

stagnated. In fact, studies demonstrate how the constraints faced by women over the course of 

history have built barriers that support and enhance each other, resulting in a cycle composed by 

aspects such as social and cultural norms, labor conditions and workplace culture, female 

leadership gap and unconscious bias (Oliver Wyman 2018). The unfolding of such impediments 

has several consequences, including the subject of this study: women’s financial inclusion. 

From the 1.7 billion unbanked people in this world, 56% is women according to the World 

Bank Global Findex in 2017 (World Bank 2017). The representation itself is alarming, but worse 

is the fact that the breach between men and women remain virtually the same for a decade. 

Although international organizations, governments and even financial institutions have addressed 

this issue as a priority, gender discrimination in access and usage of financial services has not 

improved globally speaking. When narrowing down to some specific countries though, the reality 

can be different as in Kenya and other African countries, where an increase in female participation 

in the formal financial system can be noticed (Kikulwe et al. 2014). And the underlying reason for 

this change can be traced to digital finance and the “Fintech Revolution” that has been going on in 

the region for the past decade (Cortina and Schmukler 2018). An innovative approach in designing 

and providing products such as bank accounts, payments, insurance and credit, based on 

customer’s needs, leverage by technology and customer experience oriented has opened the way 

for these companies in the financial market (CGAP 2021). However, apart from disrupting the 

traditional business model of financial institutions, how much have these companies in fact 

contributed to improving financial inclusion for a unique and overlooked market such as women? 

The present dissertation aims at addressing this question. More specifically, applying 

research methods to examine and portray the elements of influence that determine women’s 
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financial inclusion and whether the growing market of Fintechs has the power and means to 

promote its further development. 

The importance of this study relies on the potential behind encouraging women to own 

their financial resources and manage their money independently and autonomously. With the 

knowledge and confidence resulted from this process, women will find themselves socially, 

economically and politically empowered. The extent to which this control over their lives can drive 

poverty reduction, economic growth and global progress (Vargas and Santos 2021; Mayoux 2011) 

is very impressive when evaluated according to numbers. In fact, gender gaps costed the world’s 

economy around 16% of global GDP in 2016 (Gaëlle Ferrant and Alexandre Kolev 2016) and the 

effort of OECD countries to increase female employment rates to match Sweden’s would increase 

their GDP in USD 6 trillion combined (PWC 2021). Notwithstanding, women are half of the 

world’s population and taking into account that only 64% of them have a bank account (World 

Bank 2019b), it means that there is a unleash potential market of almost a billion people with needs 

and preferences that should be addressed by financial services providers. And this is the market 

gap where Fintechs fit in with tailored solutions to women that are accessible, affordable and with 

an excellent user experience. 

Within this context, the research question elaborated to lead this thesis is as follows: 

 How are Fintechs promoting women’s financial inclusion?  

In pursuance of an answer to the formulated research question, a thorough investigation 

was conducted guided by a constructivist worldview, which conveys that the experiences of 

women with financial services are influenced by complex aspects (Creswell 2014), such as social 

and historical norms that shape women’s lives until today. Therefore, the following step of this 

study was to apply a mixed method of research, in other words, using qualitative and quantitative 

methods with a view to make inferences across both databases (Creswell 2014). Firstly, a 

qualitative research methodology was followed based on the literature review and a deductive 

approach. As a result, a list of dimensions and respective variables was created based on the effect 

or role they played in influencing the desired outcome. The dimensions are socioeconomic factors, 

governments and traditional financial services. Secondly, quantitative research was also conducted 

with the purpose of collecting secondary data on each variable to the extent of enhancing the 

validity and reliability of the results. The variables assembled have then served as a framework for 
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implementing a comparative case study analysis. Finally, the framework was used first as criteria 

to choose the case studies and second to establish similarities and differences across multiple cases. 

After a better understanding of the elements that define the structural barriers for the 

exclusion of females from the formal financial system and an extensive evaluation of Fintechs’ 

impact on women’s financial inclusion, a comparative case study was conducted between Brazil, 

China and Kenya. despite the evolution of the national banking system, Brazilian women face 

major constraints in accessing financial services and using them towards economic empowerment. 

Therefore, this study should contribute to a better assessment of this situation in Brazil and to 

academic and market knowledge about the subject. Furthermore, the conditions faced by women 

in China and Kenya present several similarities when compared to Brazil, particularly when related 

to low-income women and female entrepreneurs. With the purpose of identifying alternative for 

these women delivered by Fintechs in each country, the cases of M-Pesa and MYbank were 

presented. In sum, the dimensions and its respective variables were applied to Brazil, Kenya and 

China and a common ground was establish among these countries related to the struggles women 

face when fighting inequalities in accessing and using financial services in each location. 

Ultimately, the findings of this study contribute to academic discussions on the subject as 

well as shedding light on a practical issue in the financial business market. Beyond doubts, 

Fintechs have emerged as an alternative way of developing and delivering financial solutions. This 

phenomenon has imposed a significant challenge to a very well-established industry by disrupting 

their business model and providing services that are faster, easier and cheaper than traditional ones 

(Cortina and Schmukler 2018). Nevertheless, this study narrowed down the impact of Fintechs in 

a particular attempt to answer the research question and evaluate their role in promoting women`s 

financial inclusion. As revealed by literature and the cases of M-Pesa and MYbank, Fintechs have 

the opportunity and the means to positively drive women to have a better relationship with 

financial services. In conclusion, following the comparative case study approach, Brazil has a great 

potential for Fintechs to thrive as promoters of female financial inclusion. The conditions and 

outcomes in both China and Kenya for low-income women and female entrepreneurs reveal the 

favorable results to motivate such a significant change in the way financial products and services 

are design, development and deliver, tailored to meet women`s needs and to facilitate their way 

towards economic empowerment.  
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1. Literature Review 

This chapter aims at presenting the result of extensive academic research around the subject 

of women’s financial inclusion, understanding the profile of the unbanked population and deep 

diving in the gender gap that remains when evaluating men and women access of financial services. 

Subsequently, literature about the three composing elements of the ecosystem that defines the 

structural barriers for the exclusion of females from the formal financial system is collected, with 

the goal of providing academic foundation for further analysis in this study. Finally, an evaluation 

of Fintechs’ impact on women’s financial inclusion is conducted, exposing an alternative solution 

for the issue at hand and a better understanding of the necessary aspects to answer the research 

question and address recommendations in later chapters of this dissertation. 

1.1. Women`s Financial Inclusion  

In available literature, financial inclusion has a multidimension and complex nature 

(Gonzalez et al. 2015; Roa 2015). International organizations like the World Bank define financial 

inclusion as individuals and companies having access to “useful and affordable financial products 

and services that meet their needs – transactions, payments, savings, credit and insurance – 

delivered in a responsible and sustainable way” (World Bank 2018a). Although broadly use, this 

definition seems to lack other multidimensional elements of what it means to financially integrate 

an individual or a business. Before being useful and affordable, these products need to be 

accessible in the sense of provision, format, and safety. Beyond meeting financial needs, they need 

to address underlying socioeconomic constraints with the goal of generating demand and educating 

people on the use of such resources. Moreover, financial services and products have a tremendous 

impact on people’s lives, countries’ economies and overall global progress. 

Innovations in technologies related to information and communication have indeed 

enlightened the gap between the current supply of financial services by traditional banking and the 

demand for what Lauro Gonzalez, Eduardo H. Diniz, and Marlei Pozzebon refer to as “new 

microfinance business models” (Gonzalez et al. 2015). The researchers point out that promoting 

microfinance should be one of the strategies towards leveraging inclusion in the financial system 

in a way that transcends the microcredit global initiatives of the early years 1970s and 1990s, and 

finally look at other products and services provided by financial institutions. Moreover, new 
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dimensions have become the focus of discussions around the evolution of development finance 

(Gonzalez et al. 2015; Maria Jose Roa 2015): instead of investing international effort into 

distributing resources for financial institutions and governments to promote microcredit in their 

respective countries, product design and delivery has come into play as a major challenge in the 

traditional financial system. Elements of access, usage and the quality of both when referring to 

financial services have recently integrated the definitions of financial inclusion (Roa 2015), as the 

World Bank`s one aforementioned in this section, and have been driving banks to rethink their 

products and respective distribution channels in order to tailor them and the whole customer 

experience according to more specific needs and preferences of their public (Gonzalez et al. 2015), 

taking into account aspects such as gender, age, mobility, education and income levels.   

Considering such a significant value, this sector will conduct a deep dive in the subject of 

financial inclusion, more particularly women’s, given the unleashed potential this group has in the 

financial services market and the reported evidence of the higher constraints women face when 

accessing and using products such as bank accounts, savings and investments, in comparison to 

men. 

1.1.1. The Unbanked Population 

The World Bank developed the Global Findex Database in 2010 as an effort to collect and 

bring attention to the alarming indicators of financial inclusion. It is the main source for assessing 

the profile of what is called “the unbanked” population, define as “adults without an account at a 

financial institution or through a mobile money provider” (World Bank 2017). Efforts like this 

database, the creation of worldwide institutions targeting financial inclusion and conferences that 

incentive countries to combine efforts towards a more sustainable financial future are enabling the 

development of a multidimensional approach to this issue, including aspects of access and usage 

of financial services in the analysis. Available data on this subject allows international 

organizations such as the World Bank of the IMF to have a better understanding of the 

macroeconomic impact of the exclusion of a share of society to the formal financial system, as 

well as the barriers that they face as individuals, households, communities and entrepreneurs to 

access financial services (Sahay et al. 2020). In this sense, financial inclusion is considered a 

facilitator for 7 of the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (Bhatia and Singh 2019; UN Women 

2016; Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016). 



16 

 

 

As in the last edition of the report, the unbanked population was 1.7 billion people, 

representing 4,5% of the world’s population at the time and with a geographical concentration in 

developing countries. When asked why they did not have an account, “insufficient funds” was the 

most cited reason by more than 60% of respondents (World Bank 2017). This indicator is aligned 

with other aspects of their profile, such as the high concentration in poor households, lower levels 

of education and lack of formal employment. Other barriers brought up by respondents were the 

perceived need for an account, the costs and effort involved in opening and maintaining one and 

lack of trust in financial institutions (World Bank 2017). Such aspects are related to two main 

drivers of financial exclusion nowadays: financial illiteracy and unequal access and supply of 

financial services, which will be addressed later in this chapter.  

1.1.2. The Gender gap in financial inclusion 

Another reason mentioned by respondents of the Global Findex survey is very relevant for 

a gender-related study, which is “Family member already has an account”. Women are the most 

overrepresented group among the unbanked population, holding 56% of all adults in this situation 

globally (World Bank 2017). As it can be observed in Figure 1 (World Bank 2021d), the scenario 

differs according to countries and the constraints imposed to women’s access to financial services, 

as in Kenya where two-third of unbanked adults are women or in China where a small share of 

adults don’t have an account, women are still the majority with 60% of the Chinese population 

(World Bank 2017). The quantity and size of red circles in this map reveal the urgency need to 

address the gender gap in financial inclusion, moreover considering that the overall Global Findex 

has been evolving in the past decade while the breach between men and women remain virtually 

the same 7% since 2011 (World Bank 2017).  
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Figure 1 

Gender gap in account ownership  (World Bank 2021d) 

 

Note. Percentage point difference in percent of men and women with an account, 2017.  

The UN refers to gender equality as the “unfinished business of our time”, considering not 

only the human rights dimension, but also the potential for a sustainable development that lies on 

giving an equal set of opportunities, responsibilities and rights to both women and men, girls and 

boys. According to the United Nations Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender Issues 

and Advancement of Women, “Gender equality implies that the interests, needs and priorities of 

both women and men are taken into consideration, thereby recognizing the diversity of different 

groups of women and men.” (OSAGI 2015). Gender equality is a priority agenda for international 

organizations, governments and economies, as in the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals and for the Women’s World Banking, given its power to stagnate social progress and 

economic growth. Notwithstanding, gender equality should be a concern for both men and women, 

considering that the concept involves the needs, interests and preferences of both male and female 

and the agenda of gender equality aims at given them both equal importance in planning and 

decision-making, enriching  the development process (OSAGI 2015).  
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Considering that women constitute 49,6% of the world`s population, an action towards 

achieving gender equality is empowering this half of the population to realize their full potential 

and gain power and control over their own lives (OSAGI 2015; Mayoux 2011). Fighting 

discrimination and removing gender inequalities though is not an easy task given what the 

consulting company Oliver Wyman called in a recent report on gender inequalities in Brazil a 

“sub-optimal equilibrium trap” suffered by society for a long time, where women are not given the 

chances and right incentives to recognize and develop their talents and, therefore, never fully 

explore their potential to contribute to social, economic and political aspects of their communities 

(Oliver Wyman 2018). In fact, the report demonstrates how the constraints faced by women over 

the course of history have built barriers that support and enhance each other, resulting in a “Gender 

Gap Lifecycle”, composed by aspects such as social and cultural norms, labor conditions and 

workplace culture, female leadership gap and unconscious bias (Oliver Wyman 2018). 

Many of these previously mentioned barriers also stand still as constraints to one of the key 

enablers of gender equality and subject to this research: women`s financial inclusion. In order to 

better understand how these gender-related barriers impact the integration of half of the world’s 

population in the formal financial system, an analysis of the origin for the remaining gender gap 

in financial inclusion as well as the ecosystem that is responsible for currently restraining women`s 

access and usage of financial services will be conducted in the next section.  

1.2. Dimensions and variables - Ecosystem 

1.2.1. Socioeconomic 

Although many improvements regarding gender discrimination took place in the last 

decades in society, large structural constraints that limit a woman to access and use financial 

services can still be traced back to social norms (Robino et al. 2020). Deeply rooted social 

expectations regarding women’s role in the family unit, sexual division of labor and unpaid 

household work impose a major barrier to female financial inclusion and prevent women from 

becoming economic empowered. Social expectations have a very strong impact in defining a 

women`s capacity inside the family unit for decision-making and bargaining power (Bhatia and 

Singh 2019).  

Research conducted by the United Nations in 2015 shows that one in every ten women are 

not consulted about the way their earnings are spent and about one in three married ones have no 
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decision-making power over household expenses on major purchases (Holloway et al. 2017). Even 

though women and men have different approaches when it comes to extreme situations like a 

shortage of financial resources, where women tend to reduce expenses and save money, whereas 

in the other hand men prefer to look for alternative ways to gain extra money (Azar et al. 2018). 

As a matter of fact, societal norms within patriarchal communities can go as far as imposing 

barriers such as what happens until today in many countries in Sub Saharan Africa, where part of 

the reason for lower account ownership among women is because either they use someone else`s 

account, more likely their husbands` or fathers`, or due to the imposed rule that banks only allow 

women to open accounts or obtain credit if their male representative is notified first (Genesis 

Analytics 2018). 

An immediate outcome of the low involvement of women in household financial decisions 

is their limited financial literacy, which also constitutes a major barrier for them to adopt financial 

services. In many developing countries, social norms reinforce gender disparity in access to 

primary and secondary education  (Azar et al. 2018), which contributes to a lack of understanding 

of how to manage their resources and deal with financial prosperity (Bhatia and Singh 2019; Fanta 

and Mutsonziwa 2016). In Brazil, a survey conducted in 2015 resulted in 27% of women answering 

that they took financial decisions by themselves versus 45% of men (Arellano et al. 2019). Named 

as “awareness-related barriers”, the absence of knowledge about the benefits of having a financial 

product, how financial products work, the financial language used, and where and how to apply 

for a product is very often quoted by women as one of the reasons why they do not have a bank 

account (Genesis Analytics 2018) or, for instance, the main explanation around most bank 

accounts owned by females in South Africa are either dormant (an account that has had no financial 

activity for a long period of time) or mailbox accounts (Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016). 

According to surveys globally conducted by FinScope, “lack of money or regular income 

is the most important reason why women do not have an account” (Genesis Analytics 2018), which 

implicates that “financial services are not accessible or weren’t designed to meet the needs of low-

income users” (Azar et al. 2018). Women generally have a lower average overall income in 

comparison to men, mainly due to gender pay gap and the discrepancy in labor market 

participation, which is 53% of women against 75% of men worldwide (Arellano et al. 2019). In 

addition, women are more likely exposed to vulnerable employment due to higher difficulties 
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women face when attaining education and “the mismatch between women’s skills and those 

demanded by the formal labor market” (Genesis Analytics 2018). The impact of an overall lower 

availability of financial resources is also related to other products beyond a bank account, like 

savings, insurance and credit, where women’s usage is significantly lower than men’s (Arellano 

et al. 2019).  

Concerning the latter financial product, an overall lower income along with a limited access 

and control over financial resources in the household does result in struggles women face when 

building an asset base and, therefore - following standard requirements – offering collateral or 

guarantees when applying for a credit line or a loan (Genesis Analytics 2018). This is the case for 

many female entrepreneurs who encounter significant barriers to access credit and capital when 

starting their business. Even in areas where the proportion of male to female-owned businesses is 

roughly equal, like in Sub Saharan Africa, women entrepreneurs continue to receive smaller 

amounts of capital with higher rates of interest due to the higher risk of repayment they present to 

financial institutions, resulted from a credit score system that is based on traditional criteria of 

assets ownership (Genesis Analytics 2018). On top of it, female entrepreneurs still face more 

difficulties than male ones in receiving funding for their ventures, because there is a tendency for 

funders to think that men are “are more entrepreneurial and growth minded than women” (G20 

Insights 2018), even though numbers show otherwise: women-led businesses grow faster than the 

companies owned and run by men (G20 Insights 2018).   

The prevalence of discriminatory property rights also imposes a significant barrier for 

women living in rural areas to open a bank account or use other products, like credit. In rural areas, 

the earnings from activities such as agriculture are already controlled mainly by the male head of 

the household while gender injustice is aggravated by multiple role women have to play, including 

labor work (Genesis Analytics 2018). Other factors as lack of identification or sufficient 

documents and distance  from a financial service provider and again no knowledge about how 

banks operate also play a role in hindering these women from accessing services at financial 

institutions (Sioson and Kim 2019). Additionally, the patriarchal narrative around land ownership 

and inherit property reinforces the dependency women have with their male relatives, their 

restricted ability to engage in formal economic activity and finally, their limitation towards 

acquiring assets that can be used to obtain loans and reinvest in the land they cultivate (Genesis 



21 

 

 

Analytics 2018). According to Robino et al. 2020, “The lack of traditional collateral, the 

prevalence of discriminatory property rights and insufficient financial information are at the center 

of the capital and credit shortages that women face.” (Robino et al. 2020). 

Figure 2 

Women’s and girls’ changing financial needs (Women's World Banking 2021) 

 

Ultimately, it can be stated that financial inclusion offers and supports long-term benefits 

to women’s socioeconomic lives. The framework showed in Figure 2, created by the United 

Nations Capital Development Fund and used by the Women's World Banking in their recent report 

called “Reaching Financial Equality for Women” (Women's World Banking 2021), summarizes 

many of the needs and constraints women face in different stages of their lives. The diagram 

highlights the not only how these needs have an early impact on girls and how they change over 

time, but which ones can be addressed by a better access and usage of financial services (Women's 

World Banking 2021), reinforcing many of the arguments provided along this section. Overall, it 

establishes the urgent demand for financial services providers to design financial products that are 

tailored for women as their target customer and accessible to them would help reduce many 

inequalities and challenges imposed by the remaining the socioeconomic gender gap.  

1.2.2. Governments and regulation 

Despite the overall progress towards financial inclusion in the last decade, the growth in 

account ownership since 2011 has not benefited men and women equally. The gender gap remains 
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at 7% worldwide and 9% in developing economies (World Bank 2017). Observing the need to act 

upon closing the overall gender gap, the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development proposed 

that the 193 sovereign states that compose the United Nations would prioritize the objective of 

empowering women and girls and achieve gender equality amongst other 16 Sustainable 

Development Goals (UN Women 2016). One of the targets of SDG 5 – Gender Equality that is 

related to financial inclusion is “5.A Undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic 

resources, as well as access to ownership and control over land and other forms of property, 

financial services, inheritance and natural resources, in accordance with national laws.” (United 

Nations 2015). In fact, the call for public reforms in order to promote financial inclusion is aligned 

with the capacity and duty of the government to address social and economic issues by the means 

of regulation and public policies.  

The same way the social norms previously described impose a major barrier to women’s 

access and usage of financial services, regulation is what formally supports the gender 

discrimination. Laws usually reflect the values of a society, meaning that very often the social 

behavior determines regulation and if there is any change over time, laws can be slower to adapt 

(World Bank 2021c). On the other hand, research shows that legal reform can have a magnetic 

effect, guiding norms to follow its lead towards a more positive direction. Overall, as it can be 

observed in the graph below, gender equality promotion through legal reforms (represented by the 

Women, Business and the Law index) can drive progress in women’s opportunities and outcomes 

(represented by the Global Gender Gap index). By removing laws that impose obstacles for women 

to move freely, sign contracts, own property and work outside home is correlated with a larger 

participation of women in the workforce and better access to financial services (World Bank 

2021c).  
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Figure 3 

A comparison of two indexes by region: legal gender equality (WBL Index) versus equality 

in opportunities and outcomes (WEF Index) (World Bank 2021c) 

 

Note. The figure presents the correlation between the WBL Index score and the Global 

Gender Gap Index of the World Economic Forum (WEF).  

An addition aspect in which changes in regulation can have a significantly effect on 

ensuring a more equal access to financial services is building a “robust and broad infrastructure 

for digital finance to thrive and survive” (Sioson and Kim 2019). Firstly, improvements in closing 

the digital gap is a relevant policy to act upon, considering that 2.3 billion women do not have any 

Internet access around the world and more than 1.7 billion do not own a mobile phone (UN Women 

2016). Secondly, a flexible and inclusive regulatory regime should encourage the grow of Fintech 

companies who bring innovation and competition to the traditional market, while targeting more 

accessible financial products and services tailored for the unbanked, with a particular focus on 

women (Sioson and Kim 2019). In the past few years, many countries have established the practice 

of a regulatory “sandbox” (Genesis Analytics 2018), a framework where Fintechs and other 

startups can design and conduct experiments with innovative solutions in a controlled 

environment. Along with the innovations resulted from the projects, the main benefits of a sandbox 

for the government is the possibility to focus on “regulatory changes affecting financial inclusion 
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while collecting evidence to support those changes and de-risking the implementation process” 

(Jenik et al. 2019). 

Another action available to public power to drive women’s financial inclusion are 

government programs based on G2P (government to people) transfers, who uses digital finance 

technology to deliver social benefits, pensions and other public payments (G20 Insights 2018). 

This practice has experienced a growth during the COVID-19 pandemic, since many governments 

adopted the solution to provide “relief payments and financial support to citizens and businesses” 

(Hess et al. 2021). A study conducted by the UN Women found that 80 million of unbanked women 

worldwide still received government wages or transfers in cash (UN Women 2016) whereas in 

contrast, in Brazil for instance, 10% of female end-receivers of social benefits opened their first 

account to receive government transfers (Vargas and Santos 2021). Another aspect of digital 

government payments is the amount of data generated and the traceability of transactions, which 

can be used by financial institutions to evaluate the creditworthiness of a client, without the need 

for an asset base or collateral, helping female entrepreneurs when accessing credit. 

Two other barriers for women to open a bank account or apply for a credit line are also 

addressed by the public use of digital payments: lack of documentation and financial literacy. The 

former gained great importance during Covid-19 relief efforts since identification was crucial to 

verify eligibility for support and avoid frauds. India was a pioneer in developing the world largest 

biometric ID system in 2009. The Aadhaar program managed to reach 99% of the adult population 

and, as one of many outcomes, drove an increase of 80% in account openings, with proved gains 

among women and low-income adults in general (G20 Insights 2018). Finally, following a larger 

exposure of women to the formal financial system, financial education tends to be improved. Many 

governments integrated in the social benefits programs contents about operating a bank account 

and managing financial resources (Hess et al. 2021). However, financial illiteracy remains a 

structural issue that should be addressed by countries as one of the primary determinants of 

financial inclusion.  

1.2.3. Financial institutions 

On the occasion that social norms and labor conditions influence women’s economic 

empowerment and restrain her from demanding access to financial services, likewise the lack of 

financial services and products adapted to the particularities of women as consumers constitutes a 
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barrier from the perspective of the offer of products and services by financial institutions (Azar et 

al. 2018). As a matter of fact, digital finance and the growing fintech market is developing where 

“the traditional delivery of financial services is less present” (Sahay et al. 2020, p. 12) and tend to 

be associated with inefficient banking systems (Sahay et al. 2020). To use Brazil as a reference, 

the Global Findex’s results from 2017 showed that from the six main reasons why an adult did not 

own a bank account in the country, four were related to the design and offer of financial services 

and depend on a change from financial institutions. They are highlighted in bold in Table 1 below.  

Table 1 

Adults without a financial institution account reporting barrier as a reason for not having one (%, 

age 15+)  

No account because financial institutions are too far away 32% 

No account because financial services are too expensive  57% 

No account because of lack of necessary documentation  19% 

No account because of lack of trust in financial institutions  25% 

No account because of insufficient funds  58% 

No account because someone in the family has an account  51% 

Note. Adapted from The Global Findex Database 2017, by World Bank, 2017. 

The so called “traditional way” of providing banking services is based on cash transactions 

and face-to-face interactions with your relationship manager or any other figure that represents the 

financial institution (Sahay et al. 2020). The customer experience is determined by these 

interactions as well as the portfolio of products available and the marketing strategy to promote 

them. As a very strong example there is the creditworthiness analysis that uses evaluation criteria 

that usually do not apply to women and, as a direct consequence, grow a wall between female 

individuals or entrepreneurs and a loan based on higher interest rates and shorter term (Azar et al. 

2018). Very often the target market does not contemplate those employed outside of the formal 

sector because products are too aligned with the mainstream market, meaning that solutions do not 

meet women’s needs. Resulting in an issue beyond price of the services or distance to a bank 

branch, the underlying problem of trust in the institution. Therefore, in comparison to men, women 
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tend to obtain financial services from their own communities, being a significant part of the 

informally served niche (Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016). 

Figure 4 

Gender dimensions (Schroeder 2010) 

 

Another recognized failure of the financial market has been innovating and developing 

products that are tailored to women`s specific needs and conditions of access (IFC 2019). A paper 

wrote by Klaus Schroeder in 2010 explores the gender dimensions in product design that need to 

be addressed in order to develop solutions that would be tailored to women`s needs, accessible and 

user-friendly. According to the author, when screening products and customer experience using a 

gender-lenses approach, it is important to take these dimensions in consideration: (1) the value 

dimension; (2) the functions/benefit dimension; (3) the interaction dimension; (4) the aesthetic 

dimension; and (5) the communication dimension (Schroeder 2010). The five dimensions need to 

be well integrated (as demonstrated by Figure 4) and need to be considered when designing a 

product and experience for women as a relevant consumer market. In fact, recent research 

conducted by Oliver Wyman revealed an increasing share of wealth in feminine hands, reaching 

40% in 2020 (Oliver Wyman 2020). With the aim to provide one example that supports this 

statement, in the insurance market there`s a $500 billion potential to be explored, if only the access 

and conditions would be facilitated by opening the way for women (Oliver Wyman 2020). 

According to available literature, two key elements are crucial to overcome the gender bias 

barrier in product development: gap in information and representation. First, there is insufficient 

gender disaggregated data to serve as guidance for the design and delivery of products to serve 
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women in the financial industry (G20 Insights 2018). Collecting gender-sensitive data, integrating 

it into information systems and analyzing it so that financial providers are aware of the unbalance 

gender equality of access and have the chance to adopt a value proposition that will result in 

gender-smart products (Mayoux 2011). A reporter in Brazil called Naiara Bertão wrote an article 

addressing what she calls “the elephant in the room”: the fact that there is no data available on 

credit concession to women, as part of this systemic lack of visibility of gender segregated data 

(Bertão 2021). She addresses the issue as one of the main reasons why female entrepreneurs in the 

country have difficulties in getting a loan from a financial institution. Considering that 

creditworthiness score systems are usually based on available data on the potential beneficiary 

(Sahay et al. 2020), the absence of information represents a major obstacle for women during 

banks’ the decision-making process for granting a credit line. 

Figure 5 

Women on executive committees by role 2019 (%) (Oliver Wyman 2020, p. 8) 

 

Note. Representation of women on executive committees by role in major financial services 

firms globally (%) 

Under the topic of low representation, Figure 5 demonstrate the remaining gender gap the 

finance labor market holds (Oliver Wyman 2020). Although there is representation in the base of 

the pyramid, in specific areas such as HR, Marketing, Legal and Compliance, the female 
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participation declines significantly as we move up to more business, technology and senior 

positions. There are four main reasons that seem to limit the increase in female representation at 

positions that own the power to drive the business (Oliver Wyman 2020): 

1. Shortage of women in academic careers related technology and business; 

2. Unconscious biases of executives who evaluate employees and end up prioritizing 

the promotion of men; 

3. Lack of confidence on the part of women in relation to their own career and their 

potential at work; 

4. Lack of flexibility in the workday and the perception that it is not feasible to 

reconcile the high level of demand at work with dedication to the family. 

The factors mentioned refer to cultural aspects of society that define women as responsible 

for the care of the family and not as protagonists of a successful career. In addition, there is no 

incentives for female talents to be developed in technical and quantitative knowledge areas. 

Furthermore, this impact is amplified by women's lack of aspiration, whether due to the difficulty 

of fulfilling their social role, limited opportunities or the lack of representation of women in 

executive positions (Oliver Wyman 2020). An industry that should serve women as their 

customers, understanding where their products can add value and proposing solutions in shape of 

experiences needs to have a gender-equal perspective in its leadership and workforce. According 

to Linda Mayoux, the highest cost-efficient way of promoting gender equality and female 

empowerment in the financial market is to “develop an institutional structure and culture that is 

women-friendly and empowering, and that manifests these traits in all interactions with clients. A 

focus on diversifying management and staff in order to reach the huge female market for products 

and services is an accepted part of good commercial practice and management.” (Mayoux 2011). 

1.3. Digital finance and the “Fintech Revolution” 

What is ‘Fintech’? Fintech is a portmanteau of financial technology that describes 

an emerging financial services sector in the 21st century. Originally, the term applied to 

technology applied to the back-end of established consumer and trade financial 

institutions. Since the end of the first decade of the 21st century, the term has expanded to 

include any technological innovation in the financial sector, including innovations in 
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financial literacy and education, retail banking, investment and even crypto-currencies like 

Bitcoin. (Gomber et al. 2017) 

In April 2018, Juan J. Cortina and Sergio L. Schmukler published an article addressing the 

question that everyone wanted to know but were afraid to ask: “The Fintech Revolution: a threat 

to global banking?”. According to the authors three main factors provided a favorable environment 

for this new generation of firms to thrive and disrupt the market. First, the intensified regulation 

that the traditional financial institutions had to cope with after the global financial crisis of 2008. 

Secondly, a growing access to information technology, making it possible as an example for 

transactions between individuals and countries to be more rapidly, easier and lower in costs when 

compared to the existing payment system at the time. Finally, the exponential and worldwide 

adoption and usage of mobile devices that enabled these new players to ramp up competition, push 

digital transformation and pressure the global financial sector (Cortina and Schmukler 2018). 

Fintechs have created a new global financial reality, providing access to services that were 

previously focused exclusively on banks. These companies can break paradigms of the traditional 

financial system, which often inefficiently uses available technological resources (Braido 2019). 

The name “fintech” can be read as the exact junction between “financial” and “technology” 

or as a reference to the disruption caused by the use of innovative technologies and business models 

to provide financial services in a post-crisis period where consumers did not trust in the traditional 

institutions they have deposit their moneys all their lives (Statista 2021). The evolution of these 

startups can be observed in Table 2 below (Statista 2021) and it is very interesting to see how they 

started as a threat to banks and their “traditional way” of developing and delivering services and 

although this industry can be quite resistant and slow to react to market shifts, now fintechs 

represent an opportunity for banks to embrace these technologies and provide a better experience 

for their customers in lending, payments, cross-border transfers, insurance and investments, along 

with other products.  

 

 

 

 



30 

 

 

Table 2  Evolution of Fintech (Statista 2021) 

 

In terms of quantitative data, as in November 2021, there were over 26.300 companies 

operating under the category of fintech in the world. The Americas region hosts 41% of these 

startups, followed by EMEA (Europe, Middle East and Africa) with 35% and Asia Pacific with 

24% of the total and the top 5 countries are U.S., UK, Israel, Singapore and Switzerland. 

Additionally, the amount of venture capital funding invested in fintechs was around $580 billion 

since April 2018 (Statista 2021). In terms of adoption, the consulting company EY has created a 

global fintech adoption index to measure consumer behavior and trends in the industry. According 

to their latest report released in 2019, 96% of global consumers are aware of at least one money 

transfer and payment Fintech service and an average of 64% of consumers adopt a solution 

provided by these companies, a growth of 300% since 2015. The top reason for this outcome is 

the attractive rates and fees charged by fintechs in comparison to traditional banks. The most used 

service is money transfer and payments with an average of 75% of adoption. In China, the 

impressive share of 95% of consumers use mobile payments. Insurance follows with 48% and 

savings and investments come right after with 34% of adoption rate (EY 2019).  

1.3.1. Contribution to women’s financial inclusion 

Literature suggests that the promise made by the “Fintech Revolution” can be summarized 

then in three key pillars: technology innovation, process disruption and services transformation. 

(Gomber et al. 2017). From mobile money and payments to credit scoring, passing by blockchain 

and global remittances among other products, these startups proposition is to disrupt the industry 

by “reducing costs significantly, increase diverse services, and provide more stable industrial and 
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market landscapes” (Mohamed et al. 2021). Powered by trends like digitalization of services, the 

proliferation of mobile phone ownership and the abundance of data, fintechs are reshaping the 

development and supply of products and moreover, the way financial services providers interact 

with their customers. They are changing the business model towards a customer-centric approach, 

enhancing the experience by addressing customer needs related to accessibility, speed and 

convenience (Cortina and Schmukler 2018). In this sense, fintechs address a number of barriers to 

financial inclusion and offer a new alternative set of services, channels and value opportunities for 

the financial excluded and the already financially included but underserved (G20 Insights 2018). 

In the Table 3 below there is a list of effective ways that fintechs can impact the unbanked 

population by addressing barriers such as cost, access, suitability and experience (CGAP 2021). 

Table 3 

Measurable ways fintechs at every stage of growth can impact poor people (CGAP 2021, p. 11) 

 

Many studies can be found in literature about the impact of digital financial services 

solutions and its potential for expanding financial inclusion. In Sub-Saharan Africa, for instance 

20% of the adult population uses mobile money accounts, compared to an average of 4% around 

the world and the convenience factor is the strongest aspect that drives adoption, since costs are 

low, it is easy to use and it is accessible at any time and from anywhere, without the need to go to 

a bank location during business hours carrying cash, which could also be risky in these region. 
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Although simple, these benefits “are transformational for improving daily lives of the 

underprivileged” (Sahay et al. 2020). There is also evidence about the benefits of credit access for 

SMEs and low-income individuals, with fintech global lending experiencing a growth of 49% from 

2016 to 2017 and with a geographic distribution that follows the reflects the local markets (Sahay 

et al. 2020). The ultimate benefit of the digital payments’ technology implemented in the financial 

market by fintechs was noticed during the Covid-19 pandemic when mobile money and digital 

wallets, along with the ecommerce industry, allowed people and companies to conduct cashless 

and contactless transactions while respecting social distancing and lockdown measures to mitigate 

the spread of the virus (Sahay et al. 2020). 

Fintechs are also contributing towards closing the financial inclusion gender gap, by 

developing products and providing services that overcome many of the constraints that women 

face in this industry, like the structural ones previously discussed in this chapter. According to 

studies, gender gaps tend to be lower in regions where financial inclusion was driven by 

improvements promoted by fintechs than in the ones that had the effort was made by traditional 

means, as in governments and financial institutions (Sahay et al. 2020). In fact, the solutions 

provided by fintechs tend to address particularly the constraints related to low account ownership, 

the product that usually opens the doors to the portfolio of services available in the market, given 

that solutions are designed to be user-friendly, not requiring physical presence and with a better 

onboarding experience. (Sahay et al. 2020). Overall, providing access to more basic products that 

confront financial exclusion can impact women’s financial behavior and mindset by introducing 

them a range of options, as well as having an immediate outcome on their livelihood and economic 

empowerment (Genesis Analytics 2018). 

A study conducted by the International Development Research Centre in Canada in 

partnership with Mastercard, tried to identify the main impact of fintech solutions on women. In 

order to do so, they used a methodology of a three-way classification of the solutions provided by 

these companies. First, the “Lift-all-boats” solutions that disrupted and benefited the market, 

without a specific gender focus, like mobile payments and agency banking (Genesis Analytics 

2018). The case study of M-Pesa in Kenya that will be elaborated in further chapters shows the 

long-run impact of mobile money in reducing poverty, particularly in female-headed households. 

The effects not only benefit individuals, since SMEs and smallholder farmers, where women are 
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still a majority, have now better access to microcredit. Secondly, gender-target innovations that 

developed products focused on areas of economic activity dominated by women, like education, 

health (considering the remaining role played by women in the household) and social transfers. A 

mobile wallet in Nigeria called BMPB – Better Mama, Better Pikin – offers micro savings with 

health and life insurance services, providing expectant mothers a prenatal and postnatal structure 

for a minimum of USD 3 per month in a country that ranks 169 out of 176 countries in terms of 

childbearing conditions. Thirdly, solutions that benefit institutions that serve women, like 

microfinance institutions were also taken into account on the study, since they started partnering 

with fintechs to improve their platforms in terms of scale and technological capabilities (Genesis 

Analytics 2018)  

As a result of this study, the positive impact fintechs solutions have on women were 

summarized in the list below (Genesis Analytics 2018): 

• Improve women’s household decision making by increasing their control over 

money; 

• Increased women’s access to capital, credit and income-generating activities; 

• Improve their financial resilience by helping them accumulate emergency funds 

and insuring them against adverse events; 

• Increase their investment in education and income-generating activities such as 

agriculture; 

• Improve their spending on health care; and 

• Reduce the burden of accessing formal financial services by increasing 

proximity to service touch points and reducing the account opening process.  

Another research conducted by Erica Paula Sioson and Chul Ju Kim on “Closing the gender 

gap in financial inclusion through Fintech”, and the effects of fintech solutions on empowering 

women, highlighted complimentary aspects that should be considered when measuring the benefits 

of female financial inclusion. First, the authors also mentioned the easier onboarding journey these 

companies offer, particularly when it comes to simpler documentation and lower fees. Further, the 

integration of services offered by fintech apps is an important value for women who doesn’t have 

enough time to go all the way to a bank or just don’t have the opportunity to do so, given patriarchal 

social norms related to household roles and responsibilities. In addition, this concentrated offer of 



34 

 

 

multiple services encourages women to access other products, like savings and investments. Third, 

given such user-friendly and simple experiences when accessing and using the services, women 

can dedicate more time to more productive activities while managing their resources. And lastly, 

fintech services increase the formalization of women`s money transactions, providing a safe and 

educative environment for them to manage their financial resources independently and 

empowering them as active participants in their countries’ economy (Sioson and Kim 2019).  

Despite offering a promise of change to the banking and financial industry by “reducing 

costs significantly, increase diverse services, and provide more stable industrial and market 

landscapes” (Mohamed et al. 2021), the effect of fintech can be limited, particularly in financial 

inclusion related issues. Presenting a different perspective on the so called “Fintech Revolution”, 

studies claim that the impact from the innovations offered by these companies is a consequence of 

the technology advancements and not from a change in the source of the exclusion (Genesis 

Analytics 2018; Sahay et al. 2020). According to Linda Mayoux, the accomplishment of women’s 

financial inclusion and their resulting empowerment does not depend merely on expanding the 

offer of financial services per se, but going beyond and designing products that fulfil specific needs 

and are served to specific women from various backgrounds and inserted in different contexts 

(Mayoux 2011). 

1.3.1.1. Individual level: women’s empowerment 

Financial inclusion integrates the unbanked and underbanked share of the population in the 

formal financial system, resulting in opportunities of empowerment and creating economic growth 

(Bhatia and Singh 2019). Increasing women’s access and usage of financial services, such as 

opening a bank account and saving a part of their salary, have direct consequences in their social, 

political and economic empowerment (Bhatia and Singh 2019; Mayoux 2011). Empowerment can 

be is defined in literature as “multi-dimensional social process that helps people gain control over 

their own lives. It is a process that fosters power in people, for use in their own lives, their 

communities, and in their society, by acting on issues that they define as important” (Bhatia and 

Singh 2019). It has the potential to promote a significant change in social constraints related to 

their bargaining power in household and overall social status, leading women to change their 

behavior through better negotiations, political choices, decisions at work and in the family unit, 

resulting in higher overall empowerment (Bhatia and Singh 2019).  
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According to Linda Mayoux in her study “Taking Gender Seriously: Towards a Gender 

Justice Protocol for Financial Services”, the contribution of financial inclusion to women’s reality 

goes beyond economic development and resilience observed in other studies about poverty 

reduction and financial sustainability. As a matter of fact, she refers to a “series of virtuous spirals 

of economic empowerment, increased wellbeing and social and political empowerment for women 

themselves, thereby fulfilling gender equality and empowerment goals” (Mayoux 2011).  The 

representation of this “virtuous spirals of empowerment” can be seen in a framework created by 

Linda and exhibited in the following figure. 

Figure 6 Macro-finance and women’s empowerment: virtuous spirals (Mayoux 2011) 

 

The linkage between the access to financial services and women’s economic empowerment 

is at the center of the diagram, given its potential to influence the other dimensions, like household 

decision-making and social and political empowerment. Economic empowerment can be defined 

as “the capacity to contribute towards the growth processes in a way that recognizes the value of 

their contributions and makes a fair distribution of their wealth to enhance the access of economic 

resources” (Bhatia and Singh 2019). This process can be seen in cases where a fintech delivers the 

first-ever experience of a woman accessing and managing significant amounts of her own money, 
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which enables her to invest in their own economic activities or their own business idea or save for 

future needs or acquire assets or spend with herself and her family. When becoming an active 

participant of economic activities through capital contribution, women have the possibility to 

increase their incomes and their bargaining power in their family units (Mayoux 2011).  

When observing the left side of the framework, there is a direct link between economic 

empowerment and an increase in household wellbeing, which reflects the financial contribution 

females can have when better managing their economic resources. On the other hand, this outcome 

may be achieved just by providing them the opportunity to play a more active role in household 

decision-making even though they are not directly engaged in income-earning activities (Mayoux 

2011), simply by targeting women in public social transfer programs or enhancing their financial 

capabilities through financial education. An investigative study conducted with families in urban 

ghettos found that by providing women access to savings banks accounts, the outcomes were 

related to better management of resources and assets, higher expenditure on education, health and 

family consumption and an overall higher sense of responsibility over the families’ financial 

situation (Bhatia and Singh 2019).  

By changing the focus to the right-hand side of the framework, women’s social and 

political empowerment comes to evidence as a reflect of the two previous aspects, increased 

economic empowerment and bargaining power in the household, as well as an immediate 

consequence of financial inclusion. Social empowerment entails a change in self-worth and 

confidence perception, giving women authority as an individual and increasing their capacity 

inside the family unity to improve their livelihoods (Bhatia and Singh 2019). The economic 

independence and financial literacy achieved by economic empowerment have a tremendous 

impact on expanding women’s knowledge, skills and support network, which can result in a shift 

in women’s social status within their communities. Following this change, these women can act 

as role models for others, inducing a broader and deeper transformation in social perceptions, 

including male willingness to accept the change (Mayoux 2011). Moreover, a more confident 

mindset can drive women`s political awareness and engagement, increasing their participation in 

political leadership, also serving as role models for young girls (Bhatia and Singh 2019).  
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1.3.1.2. Macro-level: poverty reduction, economic growth and women’s rights 

Ultimately, the bottom content of Linda Mayoux`s diagram shows the macro-level 

contributions of women`s economic, social and political empowerment combined with a decrease 

in household vulnerabilities. By controlling their financial resources, engaging in economic 

activities and growing the confidence to voice their needs in policy decision-making, studies 

suggest that women become agents of poverty reduction (Vargas and Santos 2021). The case of 

M-Pesa solution in Kenya that will be explored further in this study holds evidence that access to 

mobile money lifted an estimated 2% of Kenyan female- led households (around 194.000) out of 

extreme poverty (Genesis Analytics 2018) since the fintech solution enabled them to save money 

for purchases that would help their families or expand their business. Similarly, a study in India 

about microcredit access reported that in comparison to men, women generated a higher income 

growth since they make a better use of available resources, contributing to savings levels of their 

families. Therefore, financial inclusion is considered a crucial instrument for fighting extreme 

poverty and income inequalities (Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016). Hence, the interest that the 

women`s movements in the early 1970s took on the role of women in the economy and how much 

could they benefit from poverty-focused social benefit programs (Mayoux 2011). Private 

institutions also paid attention to the degree of importance of women`s contribution to household 

financial decision-making and microfinance programs like the Grameen Bank – Bank for the poor 

founded in 1976, that started targeting women as the main receiver of solutions and benefits 

provided. The Grameen Bank and its founder Prof. Muhammad Yunus won the Nobel Peace Prize 

in 2006 for its contribution to breaking the “vicious cycle of poverty” by providing financial 

services to the poor (Grameen Bank 2021). Moreover, the bank was a pioneer in realizing that 

female repayment rates were significantly more expressive than male ones (Mayoux 2011). 

In line with the World Bank’s resolution that increasing women’s financial inclusion by 

providing them access and better usage of services will have a direct impact in countries’ economic 

growth (World Bank 2021a), Linda Mayoux has also highlighted this achievement in the center of 

the macro-level outcomes of her diagram. When overcoming patriarchal sociocultural norms, 

gender gaps in labor participation and education and gender discrimination in financial services, 

women have the power to promote “countries’ development, economic growth, inequality 

reduction, business evolution, and social inclusion”. (Robino et al. 2020). The active participation 
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of women in their countries’ economies has many development outcomes that can be measured in 

terms of growth indicators. For instance, the fact that gender gaps cost the world’s economy around 

16% of global GDP in 2016 (Gaëlle Ferrant and Alexandre Kolev 2016) and that an effort of 

OECD countries to increase female employment rates to match Sweden’s would increase their 

GDP in USD 6 trillion combined (PWC 2021). A study conducted by Ratna Sahay et al based on 

data from the IMF also demonstrated a positive correlation between the impact of digital financial 

inclusion on GDP growth (Sahay et al. 2020), as exhibited in Figure 7. The result is consistent 

with the hypothesis that fintechs promote economic growth by providing more opportunities of 

access and better experiences in financial services, that when tailored to women have an even 

greater effect. 

Figure 7 Impact on Digital Financial Inclusion in Payments on Growth (% of annual GDP 

growth) (Sahay et al. 2020)  

 

In this sense, it is widely recognized that women`s empowerment and the associated gender 

equality constitutes is essential for a sustainable economic growth and global progress (Mayoux 

2011; Bhatia and Singh 2019; Sahay et al. 2020). Therefrom, empowering women is considering 

a key aspect in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, since it is associated with the Social 

Development Goal 5: gender equality, and in addition Goal 1: eradicating poverty, Goal 2: food 

security, Goal 3: ensuring health, Goal 8: productive employment and decent work, and Goal 10: 
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reducing inequalities (UN Women 2016). Overall, there are significant available literature and 

empirical evidence supporting policies and action towards a more gender-balanced economy with 

the goal to promote economic growth, particularly in developing economies (UN Women 2016). 

This potential will also be explored further in this research with the use of a case study comparative 

approach between three developing countries. 

Thirdly, the transformation of power relations in favor of gender equality is also part of the 

human rights agenda. Women have a right to equal opportunities, including development-related 

aspects such as education, financial resilience and labor market and financial inclusion can be a 

complimentary path towards ending gender inequalities. One evidence of improvement in 

women`s right considering better levels of financial education and inclusion is a proven reduction 

in domestic violence. Estimated numbers from WHO indicate that worldwide around 35% of 

women have experienced either physical or sexual violence, either from partners or non-partners, 

which have multiple consequences in their lives in general, their health (mental and physical), their 

children and even social and economic costs (WHO 2021). A study conducted by McDougal et al 

using a multivariate global analyses showed that higher levels of female financial inclusion could 

be associated with a decrease in recent intimate partner violence, based on the effects of a change 

in gender-biased social norms and economic autonomy (McDougal et al. 2019). Microfinance 

groups have also been a major source of support for women in small communities, by reinforcing 

structural local transformation and by providing a safe space where women can share, educate 

themselves and empower each other (Mayoux 2011).  

Finally, with this last aspect the “virtuous spirals” of Linda Mayoux is complete and, 

complemented by available literature on the subject, demonstrate the potential of financial 

inclusion on the three dimensions of women’s empowerment and the impact promoted for them 

as individuals as well as within family units, communities and their macro environments.  
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2. Methodology 

The agenda in favor of financial inclusion became a priority in the past decades among 

international organizations, governments and even private institutions. It is a subject that has been 

able to gather different actors in a global scale to combine efforts and resources available towards 

the goal of supporting the inclusion of the unbanked population in the formal financial system. 

Research suggests that the motivation for that relies on the underlying potential these adults have 

on contributing to economic growth, sustainable development and overall global progress (Bhatia 

and Singh 2019; UN Women 2016; Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016; World Bank 2017). However, 

despite the recent advancements, boosted by the international collective action and technology 

innovations, there is still a gender gap in financial inclusion that remains the same for over a decade 

(World Bank 2017).  

Women’s financial inclusion is the subject of this dissertation not only by the complexity of 

the elements that drive its progress or its influence in global development, but also given the 

relevance of addressing this group as an individual customer in the financial market, with needs 

and preferences that so far have been underserved (Mayoux 2011; Bhatia and Singh 2019; Robino 

et al. 2020; Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016; Arellano et al. 2019). On the other hand, the fast-growing 

market of Fintechs might offer an alternative way of developing and delivering financial services 

in a way that would attend the women’s demands regarding access, usage and experience. In this 

sense, the so called “Fintech Revolution” should be evaluated as a matter of interest, due to the 

favorable outcome regarding women’s financial inclusion, since it could be an option that enables 

them to finally take a further step towards owning their accounts, managing their resources and 

becoming economic empowered.  

2.1. Research Question 

The aim of this dissertation is to investigate the impact Fintechs have on facilitating and 

supporting the financial inclusion of women, particularly by developing and delivering products 

and services that, improved by technology, have been able to overcome barriers of access and 

usage this unique group of users faces when it comes to such products. The aforementioned 

analysis will be performed by seeking to answer the following research question: 
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How are Fintechs promoting women’s financial inclusion?  

In pursuance of an answer to the formulated research question, a philosophical worldview served 

as foundation for shaping the research and methods applied. In consonance with John W. Creswell 

(Creswell 2014), the combination of beliefs that better address the research question is the 

Constructivist Worldview. Regarding the essence of this research question, the point of 

convergence of this research is the experiences of women with financial services, which demands 

the researcher to embrace the complexity of factors that influence this subjective view of a situation 

(Creswell 2014). In other words, the foundation of the unequal participation of women in the 

formal financial system bear upon social and historical norms that shape women’s lives until today, 

including the way they interact with others and behave in society. Therefore, Constructivism 

helped this study to have a broader perspective, forged by understanding the experiences of the 

main subject of this research and generating an inductive outcome that answers the research 

question and contributes to the knowledge on the women’s financial inclusion. 

2.2. Research Methods 

A mixed method was chosen as the best approach for this research, considering the 

complexity of the subject, therefore urging the need to use a qualitative method with the support 

of quantitative elements, aiming to make inferences across both databases (Creswell 2014). Firstly, 

a qualitative research methodology was followed based on the literature review and a deductive 

approach. As a result, a list of variables was created based on the effect or role they played in 

influencing the desired outcome. Secondly, elements of quantitative research were pursued with 

the purpose of collecting secondary data on each variable to the extent of enhancing the validity 

and reliability of the results. The variables assembled have then served as a framework for 

implementing a comparative case study analysis. Finally, the framework was used first as criteria 

to choose the case studies and second to establish similarities and differences across multiple cases. 

2.2.1. Qualitative research approach 

A qualitative method was adopted with the purpose of understanding the context and the 

“ecosystem” that determined the research question, which is the impact of fintechs in reducing the 
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gender gap in financial inclusion. More specifically, trying to assess how interactions among 

individuals and institutions developed social and behavioral patterns that resulted in this 

phenomenon happening to this unique group of people (Creswell 2014). In the direction of 

achieving such outcome, an extensive data collection was carried out in the format of literature 

review, which consisted in examining previous empirical work and gathering knowledge on 

aspects that had a direct and indirect relevant impact on the research subject, such constraints to 

financial inclusion and the remaining gender gap, the forces that drive women’s financial inclusion 

in society and in the financial market, and finally, the role Fintechs have been playing in changing 

this scenario.  

The tools used to accomplish such a thorough literature review were fundamental databases 

for academic articles and books, such as Science Direct, Google Scholar and Academia.edu. Many 

reports and websites were also a part of the bibliography of this study considering first, the 

relevance of the topic for international institutions like the United Nations and the World Bank 

and the contribution these organizations have had on promoting this agenda worldwide; second, 

the fundamental market and industry knowledge required to comprehend the development and 

business model of Fintech companies and to evaluate alternative methods of delivering financial 

services; and third, the early stage of this field of research, meaning that relevant information is 

not yet registered under academic papers and it was crucial to explore as many sources as possible 

to produce a fair and valid analysis. 

2.2.1.1. Case comparative study approach 

A qualitative comparative case study was chosen for this research to complement the 

literature review and quantitative data approaches. Since women`s financial inclusion is an issue 

internationally addressed and that affects global development and progress, the logic behind a 

comparative case study approach was to find commonalities amongst the barriers that women face 

in different countries. In pursue of matching patterns in this situation across multiple geographical 

locations, fundamental information was compiled on causal regularities, contextual observations 

and other data points that have been repeatedly recognized as the same (Dunn 2001). Eventually, 

the case comparative study would provide the opportunity to test solutions provided by Fintechs 



43 

 

 

that could answer the research question on whether they are contributing to changing the 

positioning of women in the financial system. 

The choice of countries and cases was driven by two main factors. First, personal 

experience and location of this research. As a Brazilian master student of International 

Management with experience working in the Brazilian financial market for four years and studying 

at Fundação Getúlio Vargas – Escola de Administração de Empresas, a Brazilian academic 

institution, combine with the willingness to contribute to the national academic literature, Brazil 

was the first choice of country to compose this comparative approach. Moreover, as will be further 

explored in the next chapter, despite the evolution of the national banking system, Brazilian 

women face major constraints in accessing financial services and using them towards economic 

empowerment. Therefore, this study should contribute with a better assessment of this situation in 

Brazil and to academic and market knowledge about the subject. Following the establishment of 

Brazil as the first case, other two countries were chosen based on a list of dimensions and variables 

and correspondent indicators collected from quantitative research, processes that will be explained 

in the following sections. 

2.2.2. Quantitative research elements 

The quantitative element of this research was consistent with the intention to have a holistic 

understanding of the situation at hand, all in all quantitative data would complement the qualitative 

research towards fulfilling this purpose (Creswell 2014). Therefore, although this research is 

mainly a qualitative one, indicators on markets, societies and countries played the role of 

supporting the hypothesis and guiding the choice of countries for the comparative study approach. 

The secondary data collection was conducted using public and private data sources on most recent 

indicators available that built the grounds for the following steps of this research along with the 

literature review. The databases used were for instance the World Bank (and derivatives like “The 

Little Data Book”), Global Findex, Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, SEBRAE, Statista and the 

United Nations. Many reports produced by consulting companies, private financial institutions and 

international organizations also served as reliable sources for focused analysis and factual numbers 

on the research subject. A summary of the publications and indicators used as quantitative research 

elements can be found on Annex 1. 
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2.3. Analysis 

A better and deeper understanding about the research problem from the empirical works and 

studies collected during the literature review, combined with the validation of this knowledge 

provided by secondary quantitative data on the subject, resulted in an extensive and complex 

foundation for analysis. After an inductive process of interpreting the information collected, a list 

of dimensions and respective variables was identified as the main drivers that should be examined 

when evaluating the progress of women’s financial inclusion and whether Fintechs are helping its 

growth. The list was assembled in Table 4 below: 

Table 4 

Dimensions and variables that determine women’s financial inclusion (author’s elaboration) 

Dimensions Variables 

Socioeconomic factors Social and cultural norms 

Gendered division of labor 

Financial literacy  

Financial independence and autonomy 

Governments Regulatory environment 

Public policies 

Traditional financial services Financial institutions  

Informal financial providers 

Financial products and services 

Starting by the first dimension, socioeconomic factors is considered a large barrier for 

women`s financial inclusion related to deeply rooted social expectation regarding the female 

participation in society, women`s role in the family unit and sexual division of labor (Robino et al. 

2020; Bhatia and Singh 2019; Holloway et al. 2017). These constraints start when they are still 

girls trying to access education and follow them through life as they become wives, employees 

and customers. The traits and outcomes of this dimension are deeply related to women`s financial 

literacy, independence and autonomy, therefore playing a decisive role in women`s economic 
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empowerment (Women's World Banking 2021) and shaping the needs that should be addressed 

when developing financial products for this market. 

Governments are place as a dimension accordingly to its authority and power to drive women`s 

financial inclusion on its own and furthermore create a regulatory (United Nations 2015) and 

structured environment for financial services providers to do so (Sioson and Kim 2019). And 

finally, the third dimension include financial institutions, informal providers and an overall 

variable regarding the design, development and supply of financial products and services. The 

reasoning behind it was to identify the traits in this industry that limit women`s financial inclusion 

or at least that does not help its evolution throughout time (Sahay et al. 2020). Moreover, this final 

dimension of analysis should serve as a benchmark for Fintechs, remaining as a point of reference 

to use in order to determine their effectiveness in disrupting the market and addressing a solution 

to the research problem. 

After interpreting the literature review and building this list of dimensions and variables for 

further use on the research, the secondary quantitative data collected served the purpose of 

providing validation for these assumptions as well as completing the process of building a 

guideline to choose the case studies to use in this research. Enjoying the fact that information was 

available in different scales, from global to regional and even further on each country, a list of 

indicators was built and used as criteria of conditions that are believed to affect a common outcome 

of interest in different countries with the ultimate goal of choosing the ones where similarities and 

differences in comparison to Brazil could contribute to answering the research question (Dunn 

2001). This list can be found in Annex 1. The outcome of this process was the choice of China and 

Kenya as the comparative case studies to be evaluated with the purpose of answering the research 

question. Nevertheless, it is important to mention that other indicators and databases were used 

along the research for further understanding of possibilities, scenarios and outcomes in each 

country of study and the limited list referred was used exclusively for the purpose of orienting the 

choice of countries for the case comparative study.  
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3. Results – Comparative Case Studies 

This section aims to portray the results from the qualitative comparative case study 

approach chosen for this research, following literature review and quantitative research. Since 

women`s financial inclusion is an issue internationally addressed and that affects global 

development and progress, the logic behind a comparative case study approach was to find 

commonalities amongst the barriers that women face in different countries. The countries that were 

selected to compose this analysis were Brazil, China and Kenya. Eventually, the case comparative 

study would provide the opportunity to test solutions provided by Fintechs that could answer the 

research question on whether they are contributing to changing the positioning of women in the 

financial system. 

3.1. Brazil 

In this section, this study will contemplate Brazil as the very promising and favorable target 

market for fintech solutions that can promote female financial inclusion. With the main goal of 

reaching a conclusion, the variables established previously in this study will serve as foundation 

to conduct an assessment on the current situation in the country. First, it starts with an 

understanding of the history and the structure of the financial system, including government 

policies, regulatory environment, and traditional financial institutions. Secondly, the study will 

analyze the unbanked population in the country, establishing a profile that should be taken in 

consideration when creating a business value proposition that targets this market and how fintechs 

have been able to deliver solutions that are embedded in this strategy. Finally, as the main public 

of this study, the participation and importance of women as a large share of this market will be 

given prominence in every step just described. In the end of the section, there will be a deep dive 

in the financial products that hold the largest benefits for this public, to establish grounds for 

comparison with other cases that will be presented further in this study. 

3.1.1. Financial system 

As a developing country with a share of 70% of its 211 million people population owning 

a bank account, many would say that Brazil can be considered a role model for its peers when it 

comes to financial inclusion (World Bank 2017). The country is positioned above the global 

average percentage of financial inclusion – around 68% - and quite far from the Latin American 
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number of 54%. Even more impressive is the growth rate the banked population in Brazil showed 

starting in 2005, when the figure of banked adults was around 61% until it reached the current 70% 

share. As a matter of fact, it is important to mention that the account ownership indicator can differ 

from Brazil’s Central Bank to the World Bank Global Findex, since the Brazilian authority does 

not consider the account activity, which means the number of Brazilians with access to a bank 

account rises to 87% in 2017 in their perspective (AFI and BCB 2018). In this regard, the Brazilian 

Central Bank is very proud of its strategy towards financial inclusion, which has been based on 

the development of the banking system and leveraging itself throughout the years on investments 

in innovation as well as a strong regulatory environment (Vargas and Santos 2021). 

The initiatives targeting financial inclusion in Brazil dated back to the 1990s, when the 

Brazilian government realized that in order to fulfill their economic development ambitions, they 

would need to integrate the majority share of the population that didn’t have access to the formal 

financial system due to low-income levels. In this sense, public policies were created to promote 

microfinance, microcredit and financial education initiatives. Ever since, the country has been 

working to expand and improve the population's access to financial services, covering three main 

fronts: (1) expansion and strengthening of channels of access to financial services; (2) creation of 

instruments for better adequacy of services to lower-income segments; and (3) quality assurance 

in financial services provision (Sela and Greatti 2018). The public set of policies promoted by the 

Brazilian Central Bank was at the time called “social inclusion via the market” and had the main 

purpose of incorporating the population from lower-income segments into the banking services 

market (Müller 2017). However, despite governmental efforts to create a more democratic way to 

access financial services, the Brazilian financial system is highly concentrated in a few major 

players, where 82% of the total financial assets in the country were controlled by four financial 

institutions in 2017 (Brasil 2018). Another way to see it would be that almost every Brazilian with 

access to a financial account has it under a financial institution fees, opposed to 5% that declares 

having only a mobile money account (World Bank 2018b).  

One negative aspect of a highly concentrated market of financial services providers is that 

whichever market or product they overlook will face the exclusion from this system. The 

consequences of financial exclusion will be explored in more depth in the next section, but it is 

relevant to mention an example of a share of the population that was restrained from accessing 
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these services to justify the importance of an extra effort to reach a more balanced economic 

society and the potential market the lies in them. According to data from a study conducted in 

2020, Brazil has 14 million people living in favelas, 6,5% of its total population (Agência Brasil 

2020). In contrast of what common sense dictates, there is a huge market hidden in these territories 

with a transactional volume of approx. USD 22 million. Despite the business opportunities that 

these numbers should represent for financial institutions, the first bank branch opened in a favela 

was in 2013 (Müller 2017). As a result, only 69% of favela habitants have a bank account (Agência 

Brasil 2020) and 49% of the accounts were opened and remain for the purpose of receiving their 

salaries (Valor Investe 2021b). 

Despite great participation levels of the adult population in the formal financial system 

compared to other countries, the usage of these resources and further services available is where 

the financial exclusion of Brazilians is truly exposed. The share of the population that saved any 

money in 2017 was only 15%, as well as the access to credit which was limited to only 26% of the 

adults, including the usage of credit cards (World Bank 2018b). When diving in a gender analysis 

on financial inclusion for the purpose of this study, the figures reflect the gap seen in other 

countries: 68% of women have access to a formal account at a financial institution averse to 73% 

of men. Furthermore the gap is even wider when it comes to other products, such as savings - 14 

p.p. (World Bank 2019b). As a result of such highly concentrated financial market that clearly 

overlooks the needs from a big share of the population and often uses inefficiently available 

technological resources, Brazil has become one of the largest fintechs markets in the world. 

Fintechs have created a new global financial reality, providing access to services that were 

previously exclusively concentrated in banks that composed the traditional financial system. They 

open new pathways to excluded people to access financial products such as account ownership, 

payments, credit, and insurance by reducing costs, increasing diversity of options, and investing 

in tailored and improved experiences (Genesis Analytics 2018). In Brazil they have been 

promoting a reorganization of the market, providing the population a new portfolio of products 

and services along with new possibilities. The first fintechs emerged in the country in 2013, 

bringing innovative, low-cost models with digital distribution, totally focused on reshaping the 

customer experience. They represented a threat to big banks that had almost a monopoly of the 

market and were used to working with high customer bases and a wide range of products, without 
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any specialization. As the market matured, the banks themselves understood that they would have 

to change their way of operating and started to develop some services with the same principles as 

startups or joined several of them, assuming that this partnership could be beneficial to everyone 

(Gomes 2021). As a result, the fintechs ecosystem grew exponentially in the past decade as 

demonstrated by Figure 8 and nowadays Brazil is recognized as one of the big markets for this 

type of company, with São Paulo reaching fourth place in the world ranking of cities with the 

greatest power in fintechs, just behind San Francisco, London and New York (Jota 2021). 

Moreover, they have promoted change in the concentration and regulation of the financial system 

in Brazil by providing to customers better solutions for a lower cost and most importantly, with an 

experience that attends for their needs. 

Figure 8 Growth of number of Fintechs in the Brazilian Market (Jota 2021) 

 

3.1.2. The Brazilian unbanked population 

Although the technology-driven financial innovation delivered by fintechs has rapidly 

changed the nature of financial products, two traits of the Brazilian population are still overlooked 

by this market: financial illiteracy and the gender dimension, which still represent two of the main 

barriers for adoption and usage of financial services in the country. In the Financial Literacy 

Survey conducted by OECD and INPE, Brazil scored 12.1 out of 21 questions, below the average 
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of G20 countries (OECD 2017). Furthermore, the S&P Global FinLit Survey in 2015 proved that 

in emerging economies, account owners are not fully enjoying the benefits of their accounts due 

to lack of financial literacy (see Figure 9) (Global Financial Literacy Excellence Center 2015). On 

top of it, the gender gap is even stronger when it comes to financial literacy, with only 29% of 

women answering three out of four topics about financial knowledge and capabilities correctly, 

over 41% of men (Global Financial Literacy Excellence Center 2015). All these indicators 

reinforce exactly the argument presented above that even though many Brazilians have access to 

bank account, they don`t know how to use it and manage their resources for their own financial 

benefit. 

Figure 9 Account owners often lack financial skills (%of adults with an account) (Global 

Financial Literacy Excellence Center 2015) 

 

When assessing the profile of the 45 million Brazilians currently unbanked and trading R$ 

817 billion (approx. USD 145 billion) in the informal economy, it is relevant to know that a major 

part of them is women who have lower or no income and with a high concentration in the Northeast 

of Brazil, the country’s poorest region. More important, 58% of the unbanked only went to primary 

school or had no schooling at all (Instituto Locomotiva 2019). Considering that financial education 

brings an overall welfare to the economy and growth opportunity for a developing country by 

helping citizens make better financial decisions, therefore reducing incidents of crises and favor 

the stability of the system (Azar et al. 2018), the Brazilian Central Bank has been working since 

2013 on the concept of “financial citizenship”, composed by initiatives towards financial inclusion, 

financial consumer protection and financial education based on a holistic and integrated vision of 
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the unbanked population (AFI and BCB 2018). In addition, the lack of use or the misuse of 

financial services by households not only can lead to economic crisis, but also prevents individuals 

and families from growing financially resilient and enduring difficult situations without affecting 

their income levels or assets (Arellano et al. 2019), which indeed should make the subject a high 

priority on the public agenda in Brazil. 

Despite the effort to address the issue of financial illiteracy in the country, not much can 

be found on Brazil’s Central Bank policies about addressing the gender gap on accessing and using 

financial services. Although studies have argued that a greater participation of women in the 

economy could translate into a 15% economic growth for the country, the Brazilian woman still 

earns 75% of what a man does and when it comes to partial jobs, women are majority because they 

still have to accumulate theirs jobs or their own businesses with households and children’s 

responsibilities (IBGE 2018). These are some of the variables that led Brazil to rank in position 

93rd out of 156 countries in the Global Gender Gap Index 2021. More specifically, Brazil scored 

0.665 in the area of economic participation and opportunity, meaning that men have a 33% 

advantage in this area, whereas in political empowerment the country falls down to the 108th 

position (World Economic Forum 2021).  

The fact that Brazil does not integrate the Top 10 list of Latin America countries in the 

Global Gender Gap Index of 2021 does not correspond to the socio-cultural expectations in the 

country that establish female independence as a direct consequence of financial accomplishments 

such as having a paid job, earn your own money and to leave a violent partner. Hence the result of 

a study about female autonomy in Brazil where only 46% of women consider themselves 

independent and 36% say they have autonomy over their financials (Instituto Locomotiva 2020). 

Since more men than women participate in the Brazilian labor market - 74% over 54% (World 

Bank 2019b), apart from having lower wages as mentioned before, their average income is also 

significantly lower. This aspect contributes to their financial exclusion, given that the main reason 

for them not having an account in the first place is related to insufficient funds and high costs 

(Azar et al. 2018; World Bank 2017). In addition, typical reasons as the lack of documentation, 

distance to a bank and lack of trust in financial institutions in general also play a role in keeping 

them excluded from the formal financial system. Finally, the answer related to someone in the 
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family already having an account can be considered as reinforcement of patriarchal gender roles 

within the family unit and the social status of women in Brazil. 

A study conducted by the Brazilian institution Ipea (Instituto de Pesquisa Econômica 

Aplicada) in 2018 revealed that 45% of Brazilian households were headed by women, which 

means that despite all challenges related to the job market and household duties, women were 

responsible for the larger or the only source of income in these families (Barbosa and Phelipe 

2020). This figure can be interpreted in the light of recent financial crisis and changes in society 

where many women started working to compliment income at home or driven by the ambition 

towards financial independency. However, it is worth mentioning that public social and economic 

policies in Brazil in the last two decades have helped not only female economic inclusion, but their 

access to financial services too as a way to improve their levels of income and lift them out of 

vulnerable situations. For instance, the Brazilian government conditional cash transfer program 

called Bolsa Família created in 2003 aiming to improve levels of human development such as 

education and nutrition in Brazil established women as the preferably main holder of the benefit 

(who receives the card to withdraw the income transfer granted) , which turned out to be in average 

89% of recipients (Da Medeiros 2018). Such public policies target the development and economic 

growth arising from women economic empowerment and financial inclusion based on the 

argument that women usually find a better purpose to resources than men, resulting in overall 

improvements in education, nutrition and health  (UN Women 2016).  

Regardless of the strong state intervention and institutional efforts towards addressing 

structural socioeconomic issues, the fintech market has also been a major facilitator of the digital 

transformation on financial services and therefore, financial inclusion. Fintechs have emerged 

directly associated with the internet and the use of smartphones and the reduction of bureaucracy 

in finance, seeking to revolutionize people's relationship with money. In fact, Latin America today 

has a of the highest growth rates in the world of internet users. In Brazil, the practice of buying 

over the internet grew from 2% to 12.6% in total sales between 2009 and 2020 (Atlantico 2021). 

These new habits are also used to adherence to the use of banking services by cell phone: the 

region has the highest acceptance rate to these digital services, having grown by 27% of acceptance 

in 2017 to 85% in 2020 (BSD Consulting). It is noteworthy that the challenging context of the 

pandemic caused by Covid-19 was a big accelerator of this transformation in the last year. 
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Considering a favorable scenario in the industry, a Brazilian fintech named Nubank was 

founded in 2013 under the purpose of fighting complexity to empower people. By offering an utter 

digital and low-cost experience, the company has been able to provide access to basic products 

such as a credit card and a bank account to a public of 35 million clients in Brazil and other 

countries in Latin America, from which more than 11% are using a financial product for the first 

time (BSD Consulting), implicating a significant impact on the financial exclusion issue in the 

region. Moreover, Nubank has also invested a lot of effort in financially educating their clients on 

solutions available and other relevant information to develop their financial autonomy in managing 

their own money.  

Figure 10  How people evaluate their financial lives before (upper) and after (bottom) becoming 

Nubank’s clients (BSD Consulting) 

 

As part of a study on Nubank’s impact in financial inclusion in Brazil, a question about 

financial management explored the direct and positive effect that better access to products can 

have when combined with initiatives to develop financial knowledge, under a gender-oriented 

lenses. As it can be observed in the Figure 10, the percentage of female respondents that considered 

their financial management skills as average, high or very high increased in 22p.p. since they 

became Nubank’s clients, against a smaller variation suffered by men (BSD Consulting). This 

number reinforces the assumption that women have a higher demand for actions in the field of 

financial education and overall inclusion. On top of that, women can be their most benefited target 

public. 
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The growing fintech landscape in Brazil has been changing the financial services industry 

by reducing costs, offering diversity, and providing substantial support for new entrants in this 

market. When screening the country`s ecosystem - the fourth largest in the world (Valor Investe 

2021a), studies like the FintechLab Radar, Brazil`s biggest reference in observing the development 

of this ecosystem, have presented a growth rate of 35% in the past couple of years, a strong 

indication this market continues to find opportunities to improve services and create new solutions, 

also very strongly influenced by regulatory advances such as PIX and Open Banking (FintechLab 

2020). As it can be observed in Figure 11 below, the individual analysis of different categories of 

financial services shows that the payments sector constitutes the main driver of growth in the 

Brazilian fintech ecosystem. The segment gathered 190 companies in August 2020, representing 

28% of 680 fintechs in total. Initiatives dedicated to financial management came to the second 

position in the ranking, with 122 brands, followed by startups specializing in credit and loans with 

17% of the market (FintechLab 2020).  

Figure 11 

Radar FintechLab Brazil – 08.2020 (FintechLab 2020) 
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The position held by these categories (payments, financial management and credit) in the 

ranking and on top of that, the number of solutions and companies recently developed reflect the 

market gap in providing these services to the Brazilian population and the potential that fintechs 

hold in promoting financial inclusion in the country. Moreover, when evaluated based on gender-

oriented standards, these solutions can make women more financially resilient, by helping them 

better manage their income, supporting their economic activities and improving their overall level 

of financial independence. However, although positive, the impact these companies have had in 

women`s lives is still limited, since these innovations have been mostly introduced within a 

business and social context that remains unequal and gender biased. Hence women still face more 

barriers to accessing financial services than men (Genesis Analytics 2018).  

Considering the lack of tailored solutions to the specific context of women and their needs 

as consumers, in the following sessions this research will deep dive in the payments and credit 

sectors in Brazil and how they are serving the female financial excluded population. The goal is to 

understand the market, development of products and innovations and regulatory conditions that 

shape these solutions and how they have been addressing (or not) the gender constraints intrinsic 

in the Brazilian financial system with the potential outcome of promoting female financial 

inclusion.  

3.1.3. Payments as a way of inclusion 

The financial inclusion agenda in Brazil has its foundation in the Brazilian banking system, 

which is very well developed and structured as previously mentioned. Implicating that differently 

from other countries like India or Kenya that invested in access to mobile services as a way to 

lately promote financial inclusion, the Brazilian government and the few most strong private 

financial institutions were able to develop new technologies in the banking system, relying on the 

distribution of physical branches to expand their business. Meanwhile, the government created the 

role of locals correspondent banking, in which lottery houses, pharmacies, supermarkets, gas 

stations etc. could serve as business points for banks in the format of ATMs and other services 

(Vargas and Santos 2021). This strategy enabled the growth and distribution of Brazilian interbank 

payment operations to national scale, overcoming geographic and socioeconomic barriers and 

therefore, expanding the scope of direct benefit transfers to low-income people, living in areas 

with previous low or no availability of financial services. In fact, according to Rene Birochi and 
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Marlei Pozzebon, the growing number of banking agent networks in Brazil has resulted in great 

advances in access to financial services for the unbanked population, also enabling the inclusion 

of low-income micro-entrepreneurs (Birochi and Pozzebon 2016). However, even though the 

advances have been significant, Brazil up to now presents a lower number of commercial bank 

branches per 100.000 than developed countries, more precisely 17.88 against 29.69 in the USA 

and 45.53 in Spain (World Bank 2020a), which means there is yet a relevant length to cover in 

building an inclusive financial system. 

In this sense, mobile payment solutions have emerged as a favorable option for promoting 

financial inclusion in such a large country as Brazil, considering levels of internet and smartphone 

usage and adoption of new technologies. As it can be observed in Figure 12, Brazil showed a 

strong performance in 2019 in comparison to other countries when it came to internet usage, with 

70,5% of the population having used the internet in the previous 3 months via a computer, mobile 

phone, digital TV etc. (Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser 2019). Thereafter, according to market 

research, in 2020 the whole population had 440 million digital devices (computers, notebooks, 

tablets and smartphones) in use, which means 2 per individual (Meirelles 2021). In the same 

period, around 99% of Brazilian households had a mobile phone (Statista 2020) and in average 

they spend 10 hours per day using internet. Moreover, the adoption of digital tools was also 

accelerated in the past years due to the Covid-19 pandemic, resulting in 30% additional users of 

digital payments after March 2020 (Mercado Pago and Trendsity 2021).  

Figure 12 Share of the population using internet, 2019 (Our World in Data 2019) 
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Note. All individuals who have used the Internet in the last 3 months are counted as Internet 

users. The Internet can be used via a computer, mobile phone, personal digital assistant, gaming 

device, digital TV etc. 

Considering such favorable circumstances, the usage of mobile payment solutions has a 

fertile ground to grow in Brazil, also with incentives from the government in terms of regulatory 

reforms that have been trying to address the rapid changes in the market and the new technologies 

available in the field. One recent innovation developed by the Brazilian Central Bank worth 

mentioning is called PIX, an electronic payment system “that enables its users — people, 

companies and governmental entities — to send or receive payment transfers in few seconds at 

any time, including non-business days”, according to its official website (Banco Central do Brasil 

2020). As a result of the new system, despite the convenience of the transfer method, users can 

rely on lower financial costs, increased security and less bureaucracy, filling up a number of gaps 

in the basket of payment instruments available to the population and finally, promoting financial 

inclusion. As of today, PIX has more than 105 million individuals and 7,4 million companies 

registered in the system, with a total financial volume of transactions of over R$ 500 million a 

month (Banco Central do Brasil 2020).  

Recently, in an official press conference, João Manoel Pinho de Mello, the Brazilian 

Central Bank president, claimed that 40 million people made their first bank transfer by PIX 

(Barcellos 2021). Therefore, even though the new system was launched in November 2020, PIX 

can already be considered a case of success about how the development of payments solutions 

leveraged on mobile phones can result in further integration of the unbanked population into the 

formal financial system. In a similar effort, the public financial institution Caixa Econômica 

Federal responsible for Bolsa Família, recently established that every holder of the benefit that 

doesn’t have a bank account (the majority) will be automatically eligible to open a digital account 

where the money from the program will be deposited (Ministerio da Cidadania 2021), reinforcing 

the Brazilian government`s commitment to foster financial inclusion by the democratization of 

means of payment through digital channels.  

Ensuring the digitization of government payments constitute a very transformative 

movement towards financial inclusion, with women being mostly benefited along with low-

income adults in general. The increasing use of conditional cash transfer program like Bolsa 
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Familia, where in several cases the targeted population are women, can establish the first 

interaction between the financial institution and the payment receiver (G20 Insights 2018). In fact, 

to use Brazil as an example, a study found out that 10% of female end-receivers of social benefits 

opened their first account to receive government transfers (Vargas and Santos 2021). Another 

aspect of digital government payments is the amount of data generated and the traceability of 

transactions, which can be used by financial institutions to evaluate the creditworthiness of a client, 

without the need for an asset base or collateral. In addition, it helps to better understand the profile 

of the unbanked population and their consumer behavior. In this sense, it would be a first step to 

uptake and apply new insights and market data into product development and marketing strategies 

that target the needs and preferences of such a large share of the population that still does not 

integrate the formal financial system due to gender-based constraints. 

3.1.4. Female entrepreneurship in Brazil 

In a country where three out of ten Brazilian adults between 18 and 64 years of age own a 

company or are involved in setting up their own business (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2020), 

it is expected to watch solutions of credit and capital to play a major role in financial services. In 

fact, in the late 2000’s the country saw a “credit-boom” as part of the government strategy to 

stimulate consumption in lower income groups and therefore economic growth (Santanna 2019). 

As mentioned by Danielle Oliveira Santanna in her work “A critical study of financial inclusion 

policies in Brazil”, this change in the macroeconomics dynamics in the country was also supported 

by the banking system who saw a potential market in this category of clients and “sowed the seeds 

for the transformation of consumer credit as financial institutions found in households their pot of 

gold” (Santanna 2019). However, although the country was a pioneer in consumer credit, the 

entrepreneurship credit market has a small statistical performance, both in relation to the customer 

base and the credit made available to the market. According to a study conducted by SEBRAE and 

FGV during the 2020 pandemic, only 49% of small and medium business-owners applied for a 

loan and an average of 25% was successful (FGV and SEBRAE 2021). 

In this sense, the last aspect of Brazilian women’s financial inclusion that is relevant for 

this study is the importance of female entrepreneurs in the country, since Brazil has the 3rd highest 

female TEA rate in the world  (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2020). Entrepreneurship has been 

a driver for female financial independence in Brazil based on the fact that 45% of female 
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entrepreneurs are the main household provider (SEBRAE 2019). Given the lack of employment 

opportunities for women – unemployment female rate around 16% in 2020 (World Bank 2020e) 

– and with an annual GDP per capita growth rate of -4,7% (World Bank 2020b), the majority of 

female entrepreneurs in Brazil is necessity-driven, which means they are statistically more 

motivated than men to venture into entrepreneurship out of necessity to earn a living (Mastercard 

2018). In fact, for many women, opening their own business can sometimes represent going against 

social norms and take their first step towards earning an income and dealing with money, so the 

challenges are tremendous. Wherefore the difference between the entrepreneurship gender-related 

indicators between early-stage and established ventures in Brazil. As it was exposed by the Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor in 2019, although Brazil is close to achieving gender equality in early-

stage entrepreneurship activity, there is a gap of 4,5% between men and women when it comes 

down to mature ones. This gap represents roughly 3 million women that faced higher barriers or 

less incentives than men to make their ventures thrive (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2019). 

 Besides reasons related to patriarchal gender roles in society and gender inequalities 

women face when integrating the economic workforce, such as gender bias, less credibility in the 

business market and difficulties to balance work and family lives, fears related to financial aspects 

are highly mentioned in the literature about this topic. A study that interviewed Brazilian female 

entrepreneurs in 2018 proved that initial challenge of having enough funds to finance your idea or 

invest in your business is an underlying fear (Adriano Momm Maciel de Camargo et al. 2018). As 

a matter of fact, in 2016 Brazil presented the highest percentage - 30,5% - of female-led business 

discontinuation given the shortage of funding (Mastercard 2018). For the most part, female 

entrepreneurs in developing countries tend to use their own savings to start and expand their 

business, instead of borrowing (GPFI 2015). A study conducted in Latin America reported that 

their own business is the last purpose for which women apply for loans in financial institutions, 

health and education being the main ones (Azar et al. 2018). In Brazil, 63% of female entrepreneurs 

has never considered taking a loan from a financial institution (SEBRAE 2019), whereas the 

remaining 37% that takes loans, does it with lower amounts than in other countries to fund their 

business (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2020), despite how important the capital structure is 

for its beginning and prosperity as a new business. Finally, it is unfortunate to realize that when 

female entrepreneurs overcome such obstacles and reach for a loan at a financial institution, they 
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pay a 3,5% higher interest rates, although their default rate is proved to be lower than male ones 

(SEBRAE 2019).  

One of the key reasons for such limitation to accessing formal credit is the barrier of financial 

illiteracy that undermines Brazilian women financial inclusion in general. Even though female 

entrepreneurs have higher levels of education than male ones, and most of them (73%) are strong-

minded about making decisions on their own when it comes to running their business (against 44% 

of men), yet only 28% feel confident with their management skills (SEBRAE 2019). Considering 

the Component B (Knowledge Assets and Financial Access) in the Mastercard Index of Women 

Entrepreneurs 2020, Brazil`s position in the ranking had a significantly increase to 30th from the 

44th place occupied in 2019 due to the government`s use of digital channels to provide emergency 

social payments being intensified by Covid-19 outbreak, promoting financial inclusion. However, 

when it comes to Component C (Entrepreneurial Supporting conditions), the country falls down 

to the 48th position, since Brazilian women generally have less favorable circumstances to access 

supporting resources such as funds, training and development which is exacerbated by the 

privation of social acceptance and encouragement (Mastercard 2020).  

Lower levels of financial education also imply a reduced knowledge on how to manage debts. 

Since in Brazil traditionally men have been the responsible for handling household finances, only 

25% of women answered a survey in 2015 claiming that they take financial decisions by 

themselves against 45% of men (Arellano et al. 2019). On top of that, as mentioned before, 

Brazilian females still struggle with gender payment gaps in the workforce, which also decreases 

their chances to comply with their financial obligations given lower overall income in average. 

Another aspect that should be highlighted is the absence of credit history, guarantees and 

experience in the business that women face, which have a profound impact on women accessing 

formal credit. In fact, the way that traditional financial institutions build and monitor their 

creditworthiness is still mainly based on cash transactions and face-to-face interactions with a 

relationship manager (Sahay et al. 2020), also enjoying the financial system physical structure and 

capillarity in Brazil with 18316 bank branches (Banco Central do Brasil 2021). In this sense, the 

standards against which Brazilian female entrepreneurs are evaluated to be suitable to receive 

financial credit can be considered arbitrary and impose a major barrier to access credit and to 

negotiate price and other conditions.  
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Facing the lack of formal product supply or such big barriers to access financial institutions, 

women are more propense to look for credit in their own communities, reaching out to saving 

groups, local associations, money lenders and family and friends (Genesis Analytics 2018), 

exposing themselves to the intrinsic risks of informal financial services. Initiatives of microcredit 

targeting women though have shown great results regarding household consumption expenses, 

income-generating activities, family well-being and savings levels. Moreover, it provides women 

the confidence to take a greater role in household decision making based a more balanced 

bargaining power vis-a-vis their partners (Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016). In Brazil, women are the 

majority of microcredit borrowers - almost 65% in 2015 (Cezar 2016)- reflecting the difficulties 

they face in the formal financial market and the social and economic constraints to run their own 

businesses. 

Projects like “Projeto ELA” are driven by the will to promote, train, guide and offer microcredit 

to low-income women, with the objective of developing their economic ventures and above all 

their socio-productive, financial and banking inclusion. The first, “Projeto ELAS” was developed 

in the city of Fortaleza, Ceará by Banco Palmas, Brazil’s first community bank. The target of the 

project were women beneficiaries of the Bolsa Família Program, living in peripheral areas and 

with the goal of starting an economically productive activity. However, most of these women did 

not have the professional or psychological conditions to manage the funds and their new ventures. 

That is the main reason why the project was composed for more than just an interview with a bank 

agent, but starting from their first round of credit, they would be integrated in a series of other 

related activities such as functional trainings, group meetings, financial education classes and 

assigned mentorship. In the first 3 years, the project helped 3.700 women from 26 to 35 years old, 

whom 96% were moms with an average of 3 children per woman; 51% of them never finished 

elementary school and 60% never had a paid job. On top of it, 92% had never been to the movies 

and 45% never went to the beach, although living in a coast city (Cezar 2016). 

The second example of an initiative towards female entrepreneurs in Brazil is the project “Itaú 

Mulher Empreendedora” (IME). Created in 2013 based on a partnership between Itaú Unibanco, 

the largest financial institution in Latin America, the International Finance Corporation (IFC), the 

World Bank and the Interamerican Development Ban (BID), the program has the purpose of 

supporting the development of female-owned businesses (Unibanco 2020). The tools for that are 
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available to registered users in a platform that provides solutions to enhance their technical skills 

and professional knowledge, introduces them to inspiring role-models and facilitates the 

networking among themselves. Moreover, in recent years the IME incorporated an accelerator 

program that focuses on business of high potential of social impact, exposing these women to more 

market and growth opportunities. Until 2020, the program has reached 70 thousand Brazilian 

women, with special editions along the years targeting specifically black and indigenous women 

and the North and Northeast regions of the country. Itaú Unibanco is also committed to supporting 

the female entrepreneurship in Brazil by microcredit lending, with an impressive growth of 92% 

of its credit portfolio of SMEs headed by women (Unibanco 2020). 

Apart from private financial institutions initiatives, female entrepreneurs can also access 

microcredit through investment funds. One project created during the Covid-19 pandemic to help 

female-led small business named “Dona de Mim” has reached a thousand women in nine months 

(Istoé Dinheiro 2021), providing them resources, professional training and again, a safe 

environment to meet others in the same position and exchange ideas and experiences. Beyond 

small and collective funds, there is also Venture Capital funds paying attention to women-owned 

startups in the country. It is true that the Brazilian startup scenario has been achieving record levels 

of investment and growth in the past decade, with 13 companies listed as “Unicorn companies” 

(CB Insights 2021) and a total of $5.2 billion invested in national startups just in the first six 

months of 2021 (Mari 2021). However, a very small share of such funds goes to ventures with 

women founders, following a worldwide trend – precisely 2.3% in 2020 (Harvard Business Review 

2021). Interesting to say that researchers have found that ultimately business founded by women 

deliver twice as much revenue then those founded by men (Abouzahr et al. 2018), but apparently 

sociocultural aspects still have a strong influence in investment decision making towards 

entrepreneurs. Therefore, recent initiatives as WE Ventures, the first Latin American capital fund 

focused on women-led ventures in technology, and Female Force, an organization that connects 

female founders with experienced mentors and partners in the market, are trying to fill this gap in 

funding and orientation for female entrepreneurs willing to learn and grow their businesses without 

the need to reach out to financial institutions for credit and loans and neither VC funds that will 

not provide them the same chances as they would to male-owned startups. 
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Lastly, considering that financial illiteracy constitutes one of the largest obstacles for women 

in accessing credit and negotiating the deal conditions, it is important to highlight that both 

examples provided in this section had a component of financial education. Which means that the 

strategies adopted a holistic approach in the sense that not only they intended to facilitate the flow 

of funds to business owned by women, but also – and in the case of Itaú Mulher Empreendedora 

mostly, their project invested in providing a safe and guided platform for women to learn and 

educate themselves by developing new skills and by sharing experiences with others in a similar 

situation. In fact, the importance of this aspect of financially including women was part of a recent 

study conducted by Nubank asking their customers whether having access to the basic financial 

products provided by the digital bank and the educative contents made available in their website 

and mobile app had an impact in their customers’ financial management ability to expand their 

businesses. As it can be observed in Figure 13 below, the largest impact was on females, with 41% 

of the respondents answering “Totally agree” against 34% of males giving a positive answer 

regarding the impact they saw. 

Figure 13 Importance of Nubank in obtaining financial control and expanding their business by 

gender differentiation related to the business owner (BSD Consulting) 

 

In this section, the history and current situation of female financial inclusion in Brazil was 

presented. The goal was to use the variables developed in this study as lenses to analyze the 

socioeconomic behavior of the female part of the population, mainly regarding their share of 

participation in the financial system. Although the country has a very high position in the financial 
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inclusion rankings, it was clear that a lot must be done in terms of educating the population into 

how to make use of the accounts they opened to receive a government help or their monthly 

salaries. Moreover, the gender gap that is intrinsic in the Brazilian society has had its consequences 

in women’s participation in economy and therefore their lack of integration in the formal financial 

system. Hence the strong government effort in promoting financial inclusion and targeting women 

in their social benefits programs. However, this public is still quite overlooked and underserved 

by the traditional financial institutions, leaving a market gap that has started to be explored by 

fintechs and the disruptive and accessible solutions they aim to provide to potential customers. In 

the next section though, this study will understand how these new developments in the industry, 

leverage by technology and a better understanding of their customers, can address specific needs 

of women as a target market of their products, designing solutions that are tailored to their 

conditions and provide them a better overall experience, promoting loyalty as a final customer and 

empowerment as socioeconomic agents in their countries.  
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3.2. Kenya 

 

In this section the study will conduct a deep dive in Kenya’s financial system and the role women 

play on it, constructing the analysis based on the variables developed in the methodology section. 

Further down the case of M-Pesa, a mobile payment solution that disrupted the relationship 

Kenyans have with money with the main goal of learning from their experience and tracing a 

parallel of opportunities for low-income women in Brazil to integrate the formal financial system. 

3.2.1. Female financial inclusion 

The Sub-Saharan Africa has been on the spotlight of measures to improve the levels of 

financial inclusion for the past decade. Showing the lowest rate of financial inclusion in the world 

with only 43% of its adults over 15 years old owning a bank account (check Figure 14 below), the 

region is home to many markets and structural failures that inhibit women’s access to the formal 

financial system. On top of it, in places where people have the opportunity to open a bank account 

or make a payment, they face other barriers such as lack of interoperability and trust in financial 

services providers(Gates Foundation 2019). Kenya is inserted in this scenario and represents the 

third largest economy in the region. When observing the importance of including their population 

into the financial system in order to develop the country’s economy, Kenya implemented many 

reforms in the past decade to address structural issues and promote economic growth, social 

development and political stability. Foremost, the country is recognized by its “positive regulatory 

environment and attractive macroeconomics” in the financial system, providing the right 

conditions for a booming marketplace of almost 150 fintechs nowadays  (New African Magazine 

2020), which have been responsible for the rise of financial technology and access to digital 

financial services in the past decade. The recognition also came from the private sector in the shape 

of venture capital funding, given that Kenya’s fintechs received the third largest amount of 

investment in Africa over the last five years – US$ 86 million (Disrupt Africa 2021). 
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Figure 14 The state of financial inclusion across the world (Gates Foundation 2019) 

 

As a result, in the latest Global Findex, the country reached the impressive mark of 82% of 

financial account ownership (World Bank 2017). Beyond numbers, financial inclusion was given 

major importance in the Kenya Vision 2030, the country’s long-term blueprint showing their 

commitment to this issue and the awareness of the benefits in expanding financial services to all 

(KIPPRA 2020). As an outcome, the country has had one of the biggest increases in women’s 

financial inclusion in Africa, growing from 40% to 78% of the female population over 15 years 

old in 6 years, an increase of 98% (World Bank 2017). Unfortunately, despite such high levels of 

female financial inclusion and considering the fact that women represent 50,3% of the population 

(World Bank 2020d), the gender gap in financial inclusion persists with 5% more men owning a 

bank account than women (KIPPRA 2020). The unbalance can also be observed in other layers of 

financial services usage, such as savings where the gap is 12% and mobile account with 7 digits 

of difference between both genders.  

In order to understand the socio-economic barriers Kenyan women face to access financial 

services, it is important to understand their position in society and their contribution to the 

economy. In a country where 36% of the population lives below the national poverty line (UN 

Women 2021), women have their empowerment threatened not only by scarcity of resources, but 

also by gender based violence, such as sexual and physical violence, sexual harassment and female 

genital cutting (UN Women Africa 2021). As in 2014, 25% of women reported that they had 

suffered from physical or sexual violence by a current or former partner in the previous 12 months, 

whereas 23% of women between the ages of 20 and 24 were married before 18 years old (UN 

Women 2021). When it comes to economic participation, given disparities in education and the 
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skills women develop when growing up in Kenya, female workers are considerably under-

represented in formal employment and in more lucrative industries (Genesis Analytics 2018). As 

in 2019, only 8% of female labor force in Kenya was employed in the formal sector (UN Women 

2021; World Bank 2019a) and overall 68% of women were considered to be in a situation of 

vulnerable employment (World Bank 2019b).  

According to data from UNESCO, achieving gender parity in education is a major challenge 

for countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (Genesis Analytics 2018) and lack of education has a direct 

effect on financial literacy, one of the biggest challenges for women to access financial services. 

Another important variable that contributes to the constraints Kenyan women face when opening 

a bank account or receiving a loan is related to land ownership. Despite their relevant contribution 

in agriculture as showed by a report released by the government in 2017 which noted that women 

are responsible for 80% of all farm labor and for 40% of smallholder farms in Kenya, they have 

managed to achieve the ownership of only 1% of agricultural land and have access to just 10% of 

credit available for this industry (UN Women 2021). The foundation of this obstacle is the fact 

that in Africa, the mindset and rules on land ownership are still defined based on patriarchal norms 

and women continue to be dependent on their fathers, husbands or other male relatives (Genesis 

Analytics 2018). Considering that the large amount of the Kenyan population lives in rural areas, 

gender inequality tends to be stronger given the multiple roles women must perform in the 

household, which makes them even more submissive to their husbands when it comes to managing 

their earnings. That is why the main barriers for these women to access financial services are lack 

of money or regular income, family/work responsibilities, insufficient documents to open an 

account and distance from the bank (Sioson and Kim 2019). 

3.2.2. M-Pesa and mobile money impacts on households 

For the purposes of this research, we are going to study to case of M-Pesa and how this solution 

has addressed the majority of barriers women face in accessing financial services and, moreover, 

how it has lifted 194.000 households out of poverty (Suri and Jack 2016). Before we even had 

banking applications in our smartphones and only used mobile phones for calls, texts and some 

silly games, Safaricom, the biggest phone company in Kenya realized that the population was 

using the mechanism of airtime purchase to save and transfer money. Particularly in rural areas, 

bank branches were too far away and carrying cash was dangerous given high levels of theft. 
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Noticing such behavior from its customers and perceiving the market gap left by financial 

institutions in the country that did not invested resources in providing services to this niche of 

clients, Safaricom invented M-Pesa in 2007, a mobile phone-based money person-to-person 

transfer and payments service. The product was designed to offer the population the possibility of 

storing and transferring money through SMSs as a service linked to their phone accounts (Piper 

2020).  

The biggest advantage of M-Pesa at the time and source of its rapidly adoption was the 

following: no need for a bank account and all the constraints and costs attached to it. The company 

innovated in decoupling the payment service that usually was originated and attached to a bank 

from a financial infrastructure. People could easily make cash deposits on their phone accounts, as 

in airtime purchases, and either save it, transfer it to another phone number or use it to pay for 

groceries at the local supermarket. An important role in this solution is played by local agents, 

small business owners that used to sell prepaid airtime and took up the M-Pesa intermediation job. 

They are the ones spread in remote areas across the country, that made it possible for M-Pesa to 

become so popular and convenient for Kenya’s population. In fact, a survey conducted by GSMA 

showed the rapid spread of M-Pesa in the first two years of existence. In August 2008, the studied 

found that 43% of households had at least one member who had used the solution. One year after, 

the number was in 69% of the household population (GSMA 2010). 

Figure 15 Photo of a mobile phone exhibiting a SMS from M-Pesa (Piper 2020) 

 

M-Pesa is one of the most popular cases of fintech disruption, given “the provision of 

traditional products in new ways by entrants from other industries” (Genesis Analytics 2018). 
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Safaricom seized the market opportunity of 30% of the population who had a mobile phone in 

2007 (World Bank 2007) and delivered them a simple solution that changed the way Kenyans 

manage their money. As in 2012, M-Pesa had 15 million users and 30 thousand agents in the 

country and when the solution completed 10 years in the market, M-Pesa had 27 million registered 

users and 130 thousand agents (Safaricom 2017). Meanwhile the country saw the growth of both 

financial institution and mobile money accounts ownership levels, with the latest being 17 p.p. 

higher. The distance between the two indicators is relevant and even broader when it comes to 

female-owned accounts, with 69% of women in Kenya owning a mobile money account over 47% 

using services from financial institutions. 

Nevertheless, the impacts of M-Pesa go beyond number of users or account ownership 

indicators. As mentioned before, studies have proved that the increased level of financial inclusion 

had a direct effect on levels of poverty and households’ prosperity (Ndiaye 2014). Moreover, the 

adoption of mobile money has changed positively the life of Kenyan women, empowering them 

to manage their own money and to become financially independent (White 2012). A study 

conducted in 2016 report results of the long-run impact of M-Pesa on poverty and gender issues 

in Kenya by conducting surveys with households distributed all along the country. A statistic 

method was developed based on the usage of mobile money, not just adoption, considering that 

the active use is what leads to long-term changes. As a result, authors Tavneet Suri and William 

Jack estimate the wide adoption of M-Pesa services increased per capita consumption levels and 

lifted 2% of Kenyan households from poverty, as well as induced 185.000 women to shift from 

agriculture to business-related occupations (Suri and Jack 2016). Consumption levels were 

influenced by this simple and secure channel for transfers, savings and payments provided by 

mobile money. Women stated that they were less inclined to use their money when they have 

deposited in their M-Pesa accounts. In addition, it was a way to prevent their husbands to have an 

easy access to such resources and to use it for personal reasons. Therefore, women started having 

the opportunity to manage their own money, investing more in their families, themselves and in 

other costly activities (Ndiaye 2014), becoming an active economic agent. 

Finally, mobile money has also improved internal remittances, specially from the ones 

working in the city (mostly men) to families in rural areas. As the study suggests, this advent might 

have helped women to have a better access to capital and as a consequence, to a more efficient 
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allocation of resources and labor, reducing their dependence on multiple roles and providing them 

the provisions needed to invest in education or to expand their own business (Suri and Jack 2016). 

As a result of such gain in safety and control over their own money and expenses, 81% of 

interviewees agreed that M-Pesa has made them more independent (White 2012). It was also found 

that they were more propense to open a bank account after dealing with mobile money, providing 

them access to other financial products in the long-term. Therefore, the authors of the study 

conclude that the solution to women`s lower levels of wealth or households living in poverty might 

not be just additional capital, but ultimately financial inclusion “which enhances their ability to 

manage those financial resources that are already accessible.” (Suri and Jack 2016). 
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3.3. China 

In this section we will make a deep dive in the situation of female financial inclusion in China and 

how the variables that define this ecosystem perform in the country. Furthermore, a study on 

MYbank will be presented based on its contribution to the female entrepreneur’s Chinese 

community and as a reference case to be replicated in other locations, such as Brazil. 

3.3.1. Female financial inclusion 

The country that has the largest population in the world as well as the second-largest economy, 

has experienced an accelerated development in its financial system in the past decade driven by 

regulatory reforms and industry transformation. According to CBIRC, there were 4.607 financial 

institutions in China in 2019, controlling a total of RMB 290 trillion (USD 41.5 trillion) on assets  

(Chen and Yuan 2021). Such a development is reflected by the Global Findex database which 

shows that the percentage of Chinese adults with banking accounts rose from 64% in 2011 to 80% 

in 2017. A great share of this evolution is due to the rise of financial technology and digital 

financial services provided by Fintechs, driving China towards what has been named a “cashless 

future”, where street vendors don’t accept cash when tourists want to pay for food and musicians 

playing on the street receive tips by using QR codes (Jacobs 2018). According to the latest report 

from WeChat Pay, one of the largest digital payment platforms owned by the gaming company 

Tencent, the company has approximately 900 million active users, 17% more than the Chinese 

workforce size and 92% of people in China's top cities said that they prefer to use WeChat Pay or 

AliPay as their primary payment method instead of cash (Jacobs 2018). 

However, the improvements brought by digital payments to financial inclusion in China have 

not yet been able to close the gender gap in account ownership in the country’s population. The 

Global Findex database from 2017 registered 76% of female-owned accounts over 84% of male 

ones, although female population is close to 49% in China (World Bank 2020c). The unbalance 

between women and men can also be noticed in other financial services, such as savings with a 

10% gap and access to credit from a financial institution with 6% (World Bank 2017). When trying 

to understand the barriers Chinese women face in access to financial services and the relevance of 

their participation on the formal financial system, it is important to understand their role in the 

Chinese society. Considering a first aspect, women have higher rates of education than men in the 

country. In addition, China has one of most representative labor force participation rates for 
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women in Asia-Pacific with almost 44% in 2019 (UNFPA 2020). Women contribute to about half 

of the household income and from the 15 billionaire women in the world in 2021, four of them are 

Chinese (Forbes 2021). As a consequence of social-cultural norms, religion guidance based on 

Confucianism and public policies, historically girls have received less attention than boys in the 

family structure and women were not allowed to work, an orientation that continues to guide 

Chinese society until today  (Rotta 2014). Moreover, differently from other societies in the world, 

Chinese women have less pressure to bring up children due to the one-child policy and have access 

to traditional help and support from their parents in the process of raising their kids (Jiang 2012). 

Furthermore, for the purpose of this study, we should focus on the profile of female 

entrepreneurs in China. Last year, women owned 24% of businesses in China and the country 

ranked 21st among 58 countries on the 2020 Mastercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs 

(Mastercard 2020). Depending on the industry, the percentage can be much higher. For instance, 

among innovation and technology startups, where entrepreneurship has gained great prestige in 

the last decade, 55% were founded by women (China Daily 2015). They are younger than males 

and value education and knowledge in the path towards becoming an entrepreneur (Rotta 2014). 

In fact, the country is that China ranks 5th on the component B “Knowledge Assets and Financial 

Access” part of the 2020 Mastercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs, which reflect the high level 

of financial inclusion in the country already mentioned before in this chapter (Mastercard 2020). 

It is quite surprising to notice that the gender gap on entrepreneurship in China is smaller than 

many other countries, as it can be observed in the graph below (see Figure 16 below). More 

precisely, according to the 2019/2020 GEM, the female TEA (Total early-stage Entrepreneurial 

Activity) divided by the male one is over 0.8, consisting on one of the highest in the world (Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor 2020). And most importantly, they have a proven successful rate of 98% 

in their business (Shi 2005).  
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Figure 16 TEA by gender (% adults), 2019 (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2020) 

 

One of the biggest challenges faced by female entrepreneurs is fundraising for their business. 

A survey conducted among 14000 firms across 34 countries proved that financial institutions tend 

to me more hesitant about lending to women. The result is that female-owned firms are charged 

an interest rate 0.45% higher than male ones and they end up being 5% less likely to obtain a loan 

(Instituto Locomotiva 2020). Moreover, data extracted from the World Bank exhibits that 81% of 

formal women MSME Finance gap lies in the East Asia and the Pacific region (World Bank 

2021b). When assessing the situation in China, data from the SME Finance Forum shows that the 

financing gap is 43%, scaling up to 63% for women-owned companies (Shi Jian Ping 2018). And 

it has been proved that the amount and the origin of funding resources set the tone for SME’s 

favorable outcome (Ahlstrom and Ding 2014). Despite such challenges, a study conducted by BGC 

in 2018 reviewed five years of investment and revenue data on 350 companies and proved that 

although female-owned companies receive less than half of the financial resources that are invested 

in companies founded by men, they still perform better over time and generated 10% more in 

cumulative revenue during the study’s period (Abouzahr et al. 2018).   
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3.3.2. MYbank and access to credit for female entrepreneurs 

Since there is still a USD$ 1 billion opportunity lying in this market (Shi Jian Ping 2018) and 

as part of the path China has been pursuing towards a cashless future, the country has been 

experiencing what some are calling a revolution driven by digital payments. Two giant companies, 

Tencent and Ant Group (Alibaba), are the pioneers of a vision on digital payments not as the final 

goal but as an opening to a broader and more complex ecosystem of goods and services. In 

addition, their strategy is based on using data from their platform users to remodel the supply of 

financial services (CGAP 2019). Beyond economic growth and advances in technology, two key 

aspects of Chinese society that provided the grounds for such a revolution were first the high levels 

of bank account ownership - 80% of the population in 2017 (World Bank 2017) - and second the 

widespread smartphone ownership - 96% of the population in 2018 (Deloitte 2018).  

One of the main brands in the Ant Group’s company portfolio is MYbank, the first online bank 

with no physical branches, with its entire banking system established on the cloud. Created in 

2015, its target market has been farmers and SMEs, especially the ones founded or owned by 

women. According to numbers released by the company, in the end of the first semester of 2020, 

MYbank have helped 29 million SMEs in China with an average loan size around USD$5000 

(Finextra 2020). An important achievement of MYbank was the development of its 3-1-0 business 

model, leveraging artificial intelligence, computing, and risk management technologies to deliver 

a solid creditworthiness assessment based on a digital credit scoring system as well as an 

outstanding customer experience. Potential borrowers can complete the very simple loan 

application online within 3 minutes, obtain approval in 1 second and with 0 manual intervention 

in the process. The algorithm is built with more than 3000 variables and evaluates the applicant’s 

ability to repay the loan based on their online transactions in Alibaba’s parents’ companies, 

including Alipay. Since Ant Group have access to large amounts of data from their platforms’ 

users, including household bills, consumption behavior, home addresses and even properties 

owned by the applicant’s family, it is rapid and cost-effective for MYbank to create a credit profile 

under their credit-scoring model (Group, Ant 2020). And so far, their outperforming business 

model has faced a default rate of only 1% (Bloomberg 2019). 

MYbank has announced in 2020, a 5 years-plan with the goal of supporting additional 10 

million SMEs and 40 million female business owners, stablishing a plan of action guided by goals 
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in supply chain financing, rural lending, and women’s empowerment. Overall, reassuring their 

commitment to financial inclusion. Their strategy is based on what the company called “Theory 

of Change” and is composed of three different steps: Digital Financing, Digital Skills and Digital 

Community. Digital Financing is the approach to tackle the gender finance gap when it comes to 

access of credit and capital for female entrepreneurs described above in the 3-1-0 model. Since 

2015, MYbank has provided resources to more than 8.2 million female-owned businesses in China 

- more than half of MYbank’s client base- from which 80% had never have access to a loan before. 

Asserting evidence from previous studies, MYbank demonstrates that since they started their 

business and from their 5 years of experience in the market, women have a 23% lower default rate 

than men (Group, Ant 2020). In fact, the algorithms’ results on credit risk level of the platform 

users showed a gender-based difference, with a gap of 33% between women and men as portraited 

in Figure 17.  

Figure 17 Credit risk level by gender of MYbank platform users (Group, Ant 2020) 

 

Moreover, complementing the financial support and with the aim of seizing the market 

opportunity women-owned SMEs represent, the 3D strategy also aims to address the issue of 

financial and digital illiteracy among women. Beyond just helping them digitalize their operation, 

MYbank is providing them an opportunity to develop their financial and management skills 

through trainings and a comprehensive digital communication platform called “business engine” 

where they female entrepreneurs can have a community of their own and learn from each other by 

sharing their experience.  

MYbank study case is relevant for this study of women financial inclusion firstly because 

the fintech created by AntGroup has overcame the main barriers MSMEs face when accessing 
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credit such as high costs, physical distance, and lack of proper documentation. On top of that, they 

have found a model that doesn`t demand financial records or collateral assets for providing a loan, 

information usually requested by financial institutions for risk management purposes (Yiping 

Huang et al. 2020). In fact, a research done by the Peking University’s Institute of Digital Finance 

on models of digital credit scoring found out that they are essentially better than traditional banking 

creditworthiness models because “they (a) draw on real-time transaction data, (b) expand beyond 

balance sheets to include behavioral variables and network indicators, and (c) by doing so are able 

to better capture nonlinear interactions compared with traditional banking’s more linear models” 

(IFC 2020). 

The 3D strategy has created a bundle of financial products and services for women based 

on a customer value proposition that combines access to credit, information, education and 

networking opportunities (IFC 2019). Considering that the traditional constraints women face 

opening and running their own companies and their lack of financial education exacerbate such 

barriers, MYbank focus on women empowerment was the perfect opportunity to fill up a gap and 

reduce asymmetries in the Chinese banking system. Moreover, the company realized the 

tremendous impact this share of the workforce can have on China`s economic development, since 

by providing resources to their business, they will have the opportunity to grow and expand their 

services, and moreover have a positive impact as active agents in the country`s economy. 

Furthermore, their contribution to women financial inclusion in China has led MYbank to receive 

funds from the World Bank, through the International Finance Corporation and as part of the 

IFC/Goldman Sachs 10.000 Women Entrepreneurs Opportunity Facility, in order to replicate their 

business model and expand the financial services supply to more women-owned SMEs in other 

developing countries (IFC 2015).  

3.4. Application: A bit of Kenya and a bit of China  

The use of a comparative case study approach in this research is driven by the main purpose 

of validating the dimensions and variables previously established in the methodology as well as 

finding commonalities among countries that enables one to answer the research question. Taking 

Brazil as the base case, the guidelines constitute the main aspects that should be target when 

addressing the barriers that Brazilian women face on their daily lives when it comes to financial 

inclusion. Moreover, these elements represent the traits used as a point of reference when 
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evaluating the situation of female financial inclusion in other countries. Therefore, the latter 

chapter was intended to perform a deep dive in the situation in Brazil, Kenya and China with the 

fundamental intention of establishing the grounds for a comparison between the three countries. 

Furthermore, assimilating similarities and differences between the ecosystem that surrounds and 

determines female financial inclusion across distant regions in the world is essential to identify the 

source of the favorable outcomes and overall progress achieved by fintechs, with a focus on the 

two ones presented this chapter, M-Pesa and MYbank, for the purpose of this study.  

In sum, the dimensions and its respective variables were applied to Brazil, Kenya and 

China in order to establish a common ground between the struggles women face when fighting 

inequalities in accessing and using financial services in each location. There is a very clear 

resemblance among the sociocultural and economical barriers in the three countries, like the 

patriarchal roots of the gender division of labor and social roles that determine women`s 

participation in the workforce, household financial decision-making structure and restricted 

conditions of asset and land ownership. In this sense, the origin of the constraints women face in 

their journey towards financial independence and autonomy result in large disparity in knowledge 

about products that will insert them in the financial system and help them grow as individuals, 

household providers and business-owners.  

Moreover, although women`s financial inclusion became a priority for governments in 

recent years, through international commitments such as the UN Social Development Goals and 

local public policies that target the resulting economic growth from women economic 

empowerment, the three countries appear to be in very different stages in terms of building a robust 

infrastructure for digital finance. Each regulatory regime has chosen a different approach to ensure 

access and adoption of available services to the underserved but still having a common goal to 

build a regulatory framework that expands financial inclusion through digital technology and 

increases resilience by promoting financial literacy. 

Finally, the market gap left by traditional financial institutions is critical in all three cases, 

considering that the foundations in which their customer experience was built tends to overlook 

the needs and overall potential of women as a target consumer market for financial services. The 

lack of tailored products and conditions concerning access, onboarding and usage of an account, 

payments and credit, among others, impose even larger barriers for those who are fighting their 
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way to become a part of the formal system. This is the environment that fintechs have found in 

Kenya and China, in a way that by designing products and experiences that are better aligned to 

this public and leveraging the access to them with technology, they have been able to have an 

impact on women’s lives in a number of ways, such as increasing their control over their incomes 

and possibly their businesses, their dominance in family units and work environment, and their 

financial resilience by educating them about possibilities to accumulate and better manage their 

resources.  

In this sense, Brazil had shown a great potential for fintechs to explore and develop but a 

lack of effort from these companies when products and services have women as their customer. 

Not only in terms of absolute numbers or a favorable regulatory system, but also considering the 

strong role women play in economy. Low-income women that live in urban and rural areas would 

be the most benefited ones from a solution as disruptive as M-Pesa, given high levels of digital 

technology adoption such as mobile phones and the possibility to overcome obstacles involved in 

opening an account, such as bureaucracies, lack of documentation or distance to a physical bank. 

The growth experienced by the fintech market in the past few years in Brazil, offering payments 

solutions and digital bank accounts, should be considered a well-established prove of the potential 

demand of this consumer market. The same way goes to credit fintechs offering an alternative 

approach to the struggle entrepreneurs have when asking for a loan in a traditional financial 

institution, that builds their creditworthiness analysis based in asset ownership, financial records 

and relationship with the bank. The example of MYbank in China shows a vision of technology 

not as the final goal but as an opening to a broader and more complex ecosystem of goods and 

services. Nevertheless, how a good understanding of your public can deliver a solid solution that 

attends their needs and provides an outstanding customer experience. In a country showing such 

predominant levels of female entrepreneurship, an innovative solution that scales women access 

to capital as well as engage them in a community where they can share experience and improve 

their management skills should find enough room to grow and generate great impact. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

The main purpose of this dissertation was to understand the aspects that drive women’s 

participation in the financial system with the ultimate intention to evaluate whether Fintech 

companies are contributing to this evolution. Moreover, a comparative case study approach was 

applied based on a set of variables that oriented both the choice of countries that would integrate 

the analysis but also served as guidelines to accomplish the outcome of establishing grounds and 

a point of reference for evaluating the cases. All things considered, literature examination and 

other results from the methodology, a contribution to academic discussions on the subject should 

be expected, as well as shedding light on a practical issue in the financial business market. 

Earliest in order, research on literature available revealed the complexity and depth of the 

issue of gender gap in financial inclusion. Despite recent progress towards converting the 

unbanked population and providing them useful and affordable products (World Bank 2018a), the 

needs and preferences of women are still overlooked by this industry. The sources of such an 

unbalanced treatment can be traced back to social and historical norms that have been defining the 

female role in society for a long time. And although this role has changed tremendously in the past 

centuries, women as individuals still face barriers that are supported by patriarchal and sexist 

expectations, like their responsibilities in the household and their participation in the labor market 

(Robino et al. 2020). Without the confidence that comes with education and economic 

empowerment, women have less voice in their family units, communities and countries, which 

leads to a minor representation in decision-making regarding household expenses or public 

policies. A facilitated access to financial services can change this situation, by providing women 

the tools and the knowledge to manage their resources and increase their bargaining power (Bhatia 

and Singh 2019; Fanta and Mutsonziwa 2016). Owning a bank account, learning the importance 

of savings and having access to credit promotes financial prosperity among women, resulting in 

higher levels of income and growth opportunities for their businesses, allowing them to overcome 

such old-fashioned socioeconomic barriers, like what was seen in the case of M-Pesa and Kenyan 

women. 

Other components of what was called the “ecosystem” of impact on women’s financial 

inclusion have the power to facilitate, support and deliver the development of female individuals 
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and entrepreneurs. The government is an agent of regulation and policy that should address the 

legal and structural constraints that limit women’s ability to access and use financial services. 

Investment in financial technology and innovative solutions to leverage social benefits was proven 

by the Brazilian conditional cash transfer program Bolsa Família (G20 Insights 2018) to be a good 

option for prioritizing women’s ownership of bank accounts and payment mechanisms in order to 

access these resources. Policies and regulation can also create a digital and convenient 

infrastructure for other solutions to be developed and disrupt the business model of financial 

institutions today, such as the “sandbox” (Jenik et al. 2019) framework that has allowed many 

Fintechs to conduct experiments in African countries. In addition, the issue of financial illiteracy 

should be addressed as a priority in the national economic agenda, given its strong correlation with 

women`s financial inclusion and furthermore, the straight impact in promoting economic growth 

and sustainable development. 

Financial institutions were also held accountable for a gender unequal relation with 

financial solutions. The research revealed that four out of six reasons why an adult do not have an 

account is related to an inefficient banking system (World Bank 2017; Sahay et al. 2020). 

Constraints imposed by distance, cost, experience and lack of trust fall under the domain of supply 

of services, exposing the failure of the financial market in innovating and developing products that 

are tailored to women`s specific needs and conditions of access (IFC 2019), which according to 

available literature, can be achieved by overcoming the gender bias barrier in product development 

through gap in information and representation. It is fundamental to invest in gender-disaggregated 

data and market research to uncover underlying opportunities and adjustments that need to be made 

in products that should deliver women a concise and appealing value proposition, as what 

happened in the credit score system created by MYbank in China purposes (Yiping Huang et al. 

2020). On the other hand, having more women integrating executive roles and decision-making 

positions in financial institutions would also contribute to a less gender-balanced perspective on 

product development, marketing strategies and customer experiences (Mayoux 2011). 

Beyond doubts, Fintechs have emerged as an alternative way of developing and delivering 

financial solutions. This phenomenon has imposed a significant challenge to a very well-

established industry by disrupting their business model and providing services that are faster, 

easier and cheaper than traditional ones (Cortina and Schmukler 2018). These companies broke 
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paradigms related to innovation and efficiency and raised the bar of competition in the market. 

Nevertheless, this study narrowed down the impact of Fintechs in a particular attempt to answer 

the research question and evaluate their role in promoting women`s financial inclusion. As 

revealed by literature and the cases of M-Pesa and MYbank, Fintechs have the opportunity and the 

means to positively drive women to have a better relationship with financial services. Their 

technology and business models are able to deliver solutions that are more affordable, more 

accessible, better suited to the needs and preferences of underserved customers and all this with 

an improved user experience (CGAP 2021). Among various results of better access and adoption 

of financial products provided by Fintechs there are increased control over their own money, 

resulting in financial education; improved household decision-making power leading to financial 

independence and autonomy; and higher levels of capital and credit, which help them invest in 

education, income-generating activities and growing their own business (Genesis Analytics 2018). 

On the other hand, with the purpose of contributing to literature available on the research 

about the impact of Fintechs in promoting women`s financial inclusion, this study recommends 

that further empirical evidence should be examined in the future to enhance such results. 

Considering the insufficient gender disaggregated data in the financial system, it is a challenge 

proving an adequate design and delivery of financial products to serve women`s needs (G20 

Insights 2018). There is also a concern related to the effects of the COVID-19 crisis in exacerbating 

the gender gap in access to financial services given that several barriers present in the ecosystem 

that restrain women from financial health and independence tend to be higher in moments of crisis 

(Sahay et al. 2020). Finally, criticism brought by Danielle Oliveira Santanna regarding the impact 

of microfinance should also be taking into account when evaluating the outcome of better access 

to financial services, since the author challenges “its capacity to generate growth, its capacity to 

fight poverty and its financial feasibility” (Santanna 2019).  

In light of the literature examination and the results achieved by attentive applying the 

methodology developed during this research process on the case studies, this dissertation advocates 

that Fintechs can act as a promoter of women`s financial inclusion. These companies hold the 

potential to disrupt the market with innovative solutions they provide, and more important for the 

purpose of this study, develop and deliver products that will overcome the barriers faced by 

women, that governments and traditional financial institutions have not yet been able to win. By 



82 

 

 

increasing women’s access and usage of financial services, such as opening a bank account and 

saving a part of their salary, Fintechs drive them towards social, political and economic 

empowerment (Bhatia and Singh 2019; Mayoux 2011). Additionally, this change in the lives of 

women as individuals can have a significant impact on macro-level elements, such as poverty 

reduction, economic growth and global development (Mayoux 2011; Bhatia and Singh 2019; 

Sahay et al. 2020).  

In conclusion, following the comparative case study approach, Brazil has a great potential 

for Fintechs to thrive as promoters of female financial inclusion. The conditions and outcomes in 

both China and Kenya for low-income women and female entrepreneurs reveal the favorable 

results to motivate such a significant change in the way financial products and services are design, 

development and deliver, tailored to meet women`s needs and to facilitate their way towards 

economic empowerment.  
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Annexes 

Annex 1 – List of publications and indicators 

Publication Indicators 

The Little Data Book 

on Financial 

Inclusion 2018 

(World Bank 2018b) 

Region 

Income group 

Population + 15 

GNI per capita 

Account ownership 

Financial institutions account ownership 

Mobile money account ownership 

Account ownership - Women 

Account ownership - Poorest 

Account ownership - out of labor force 

Account ownership - rural 

Digital payments 

Digital payments - used to receive government payments 

Used a mobile phone or the internet to access an account 

Used a debit or credit card to make a purchase 

Inactive account 

Saving - financial institution 

Saving - informal 

Credit - financial institution or credit card 

Credit - informal 

The little Data Book 

on Gender 2019 

(World Bank 2019b) 

Population living below $1.90 a day 

Education - gross tertiary enrollment ration  

Youth literacy rate (ages 15-24) 

Labor force participation rate 

Wage and salaried workers 

Vulnerable employment 

Employment in agriculture 

Firms with female participation in ownership 

Firms with female top manager 

Unemployment rate 

Account at a financial institution 

Mobile account 

Saved money last year 

Global Findex 2017 

(World Bank 2017) 

Adults with an account 

Gap between men and women 

Gap between richer and poorer 

Account, female (% age 15+) 
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Account, primary education or less (% ages 15+)  

Account, secondary education or more (% ages 15+)  

Account, income, poorest 40% (% ages 15+) 

Account, rural (% age 15+)  

Financial institution account, female(% age 15+)  

No account because financial institutions are too far away (% without a 

financial institution account, age 15+)  

No account because financial services are too expensive (% without a 

financial institution account, age 15+)  

No account because of lack of necessary documentation (% without a 

financial institution account, age 15+)  

No account because of lack of trust in financial institutions (% without a 

financial institution account, age 15+)  

No account because of insufficient funds (% without a financial 

institution account, age 15+)  

No account because someone in the family has an account (% without a 

financial institution account, age 15+)  

Used the internet to pay bills in the past year, female(% age 15+) 

Saved to start, operate, or expand a farm or business, male (% age 15+)  

Saved to start, operate, or expand a farm or business, female (% age 15+)  

Saved at a financial institution, female (% age 15+)  

Saved using a savings club or a person outside the family, female (% age 

15+)  

Borrowed for health or medical purposes, female  (% age 15+)  

Borrowed to start, operate, or expand a farm or business (% age 15+)  

Borrowed to start, operate, or expand a farm or business, female (% age 

15+)  

Borrowed from a financial institution (% age 15+)  

Borrowed from a financial institution, female (% age 15+)  

Borrowed from family or friends (% age 15+)  

Borrowed from family or friends, female (% age 15+)  

Borrowed from a savings club (% age 15+)  

Borrowed from a savings club, female (% age 15+)  

Main source of emergency funds: loan from a bank, employer, or private 

lender (% able to raise funds, age 15+)  

Main source of emergency funds: loan from a bank, employer, or private 

lender, female (% able to raise funds, age 15+)  

Paid utility bills in the past year (% age 15+)  

Paid utility bills in the past year, female (% age 15+)  

Received payments from self-employment in the past year (% age 15+)  

Received payments from self-employment in the past year, female  (% 

age 15+)  

Used a mobile phone or the internet to access an account (% age 15+)    

Used a mobile phone or the internet to access an account, female  (% age 

15+)    

Credit card ownership (% age 15+)  
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Credit card ownership, female (% age 15+)  

Mobile money account (% age 15+)  

Mobile money account, female (% age 15+)  

Mobile money account, rural (% age 15+)  

Global Financial 

Development Report 

2019-2020 

(World Bank 2021a) 

Access - Account in financial institution 

Efficiency - bank lending-deposit spread 

Stability - Bank Z-score 

Women, Business 

and Law 2021  

(World Bank 2021c) 

WBL Index 

Can a woman be head of household in the same way as a man? 

Entrepreneurship overall score 

Can a woman open a bank account in the same way as a man? 

Does the law prohibit discrimination in access to credit based on gender? 

Assets overall score 

Does the law grant spouses equal administrative authority over assets 

during marriage? 

 

 

 


