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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
For women and girls, the digital revolution represents one of the biggest opportunities and 
threats to gender equality. In recognition of this critical dichotomy, the UNSG Task Force on 
Digital Financing for the SDGs has selected gender as one of the main themes of its work. 
This working paper provides a basis to review the barriers, risks and opportunities related 
to gender and the accessibility and utilization of digital finance and help identify pathways 
that could be leveraged for potential impactful investment returns for women.

Facts and figures
Although some progress has been made, gaps remain for women to fully benefit from the digitalization of finance. 

The global Internet 
gender gap is growing 
wider and is the larg-
est in the world’s Least 
Developed Countries:

31%

The global gender gap in 
financial inclusion has 
not changed since 2011. 
In developing countries, 
this gap reaches

9 percentage 
points

$1.3 billion
was invested in gender 
bonds in 2017, much 
less than the $187 bil-
lion invested in climate 
finance bonds

Less than 2%
of banks’ CEOs are 
women and less than 
20 per cent of board 
seats at banks are held 
by women

“An industry that intends to serve women 
but has very few women in its leadership or 
technical positions will miss complementary 
perspectives and will likely invest in the de-
velopment of services that will not meet the 
diverse needs of women.” 

Barriers faced by women trying 
to access and benefit from digital 
finance

•	 Infrastructure: On average, women are 10 per 
cent less likely to own a mobile phone than men 
and 26 per cent less likely to use mobile Internet. 
Bringing an additional 600 million women and 
girls online could boost global gross domestic 
product by as much as US$18 billion. 

•	 Costs: The high price of Internet access is one of 
the greatest barriers for women. This results in 
inequitable gains from technology access and 

leads to more investments that benefit men, as 
they are the largest group of customers. 

•	 Laws: In too many countries, laws still discrimi-
nate against women and prevent them from 
accessing credit and property rights, and getting 
the official identification documents required to 
open a mobile account. 

•	 Education: Lack of knowledge and digital skills 
deter new female users from accessing mobile 
Internet and inhibit existing users from using 
mobile Internet on their own. Low financial 
knowledge is also an important barrier, with 
the younger generation of women showing 
even less interest in making their own financial 
decisions.

•	 Social norms: Owning a phone or exchanging 
information online can increase risks for women 
of enduring gender-based violence. Gender 
stereotypes have a profound impact on the 
digitalization of finance and women worldwide 
are systemically under-represented in financial-
technology (fintech) jobs.
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How to mitigate the major risks associated with digital finance from a 
gender perspective

Preventing a widened gender, economic 
and geographical divide
Women are already struggling with a deficit in all ar-
eas which prevent them to keep up with the progress 
made by men who had earlier and easier access to 
finance and technology. 

We need to further support women living in areas 
with low connectivity or inadequate laws and regula-
tory frameworks, as they are the most at risk of being 
left behind and disconnected from the new digital 
financial services currently being developed in more 
favourable locations.

Addressing the technology knowledge 
gap
Whether we are looking at the world population 
connected to the Internet or without access, very 
few people understand the risks associated with 
new technologies with regard to data transfer, pri-
vacy, AI and digital identities. 

Without a clear understanding of key concepts, the 
use of digital financial services can create new risks 
for women to be treated unfairly and new legal bar-
riers for women’s economic participation and lead 
to a lack of trust in the services offered.

Fixing gender bias and discrimination in 
service provision
The design of AI systems involves human inputs 
at various stages, which if left unchecked are all 
opening the door to reinforcing the risk of bias and 
discrimination for women.

This raises many legal and ethical issues for policy-
makers, to make sure that digital finance services 
providers using AI for credit scoring, client or service 
selection and more can be held accountable and 
that their decisions are transparent.

Redirecting investment towards gender-
responsive solutions
The digitalization of finance must address the 
systematic way in which women are undervalued 
and lead to the development of services that help 
women exercise their economic power.

The gender imbalance in the digital, financial and 
emerging fintech workforce prevent women from 
taking an active role in creating and sharing their 
vision for new digital financial services.

What are the pathways to unlock the 
benefits of digital finance for women?

Evidence showing the positive impact of 
the digitalization of finance for women

Expanding access to mobile money accounts: Global 
Findex data reviewing eight African countries show 
that in six of them, there is no gender gap in mobile 
money account ownership. Even though women face 
more barriers to equal men as early adopters, they of-
ten catch up once services are more widely available.

Expanding use of mobile money account for pay-
ments, loans and savings: A study in Kenya shows 

that mobile money services enabled women-headed 
households to increase their savings by more than 
a fifth, allowed 185,000 women to leave farming 
and develop business or retail activities, and helped 
reduce extreme poverty among women-headed 
households by 22 per cent. 

Expanding use of mobile money accounts for gov-
ernment payments and remittances: Digitizing 
payments from government to people has a 
positive effect in increasing account ownership 
and providing women with independent access to 
predictable income streams and greater control 
over how money is used. Remittances are another 
area where digitization can be a driver for women’s 
financial inclusion.
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Increasing interest for investing with a gender lens: 
The digitalization of finance gives access to more sex-
disaggregated data and builds a compelling business 
case for investing with a gender lens. The trend is grow-
ing and 87 funds deploying capital with a gender lens 
have been identified in 2018, compared to 58 in 2017. 

Interventions that can create and boost 
demand for digital finance services
•	 Improving awareness and understanding 

Develop capacity-building initiatives and finan-
cial education to help women be more aware 
that diverse digital financial services exist, 
understand how to access these services, gain 
confidence in using them and be able to make 
informed financial decisions. 

•	 Meeting women’s unique financial needs 
Improve sex-disaggregated data collection to 
better understand how costs and individual 
preferences can impact women’s demand for 
and use of various digital financial services and 
what criteria women prioritize when choosing to 
adopt new services. 

•	 Using targeted incentives Avoid mechanisms 
based on stereotypes or misconceptions to bet-
ter understand how women customers process 
information, make choices for preferences and 
act on their choices, in order to design incentives 
that not only target increase in access but also in 
utilization of services.

Interventions that can improve the supply 
of digital finance services
•	 Developing value propositions for women Put 

the specific needs and preferences of women 
at the centre of the design of digital financial 
services, to disrupt the current digital market 
which considers women as receivers and men 
as senders of digital payments and offer innova-
tive features, products and customer service to 
address existing barriers.

•	 Adopting enabling environment regulations 
Adopt the promotion of women’s financial and 
digital inclusion as a specific policy objective to 
encourage open, interoperable and intercon-
nected systems that expand opportunities 
to access new products and review new and 
changing risks through a gender lens to ensure 
financial consumer protection. 

•	 Integrating a gender strategy in investment 
portfolios Provide practical guidance to inves-
tors on how they can incorporate gender in 
their strategy to channel capital towards the 
improvement of women’s access to entrepre-
neurship, leadership opportunities and products 
and services that enhance their economic par-
ticipation and financial inclusion.
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INTRODUCTION

“Technology is a basic right, not a luxury. We need to change that mind set if we are to address 
the chronic underinvestment in women and girls and achieve their equal access to technology 
as a norm. This can be accelerated by embedding people from the development sector within the 
worlds of technology and finance, and by governments enlarging their concept of necessities 
beyond water, food, shelter and energy.”

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director, UN Women

The UN Secretary-General has established a Task Force 
on Digital Financing of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (“the Task Force”), as part of his financing strate-
gy, to determine how best to harness digitalization in 
accelerating financing for sustainable development.

The Task Force is mandated to identify how digitali-
zation will reshape finance and to identify, theorize, 
and propose how best this can support the financing 
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This 
requires considering the broader context of finance, 
technology and the SDGs, and then narrowing to 
those areas of SDG financing that are changing due 
to digitalization.

One of the roles of the Task Force will also be to look 
at specific SDGs or cross-cutting issues for deeper 
analysis on how to unlock opportunities and mitigate 
the risks associated with the digitalization of finance. 
For women and girls, the digital revolution represents 
one of the biggest opportunities and threats to gen-
der equality. In recognition of this critical dichotomy, 
the Task Force has selected gender as one of the main 
themes of its work. 

UN Women and its Executive Director, who is 1 of the 
16 members of the Task Force, is committed to sup-
porting the Task Force to further explore the different 
impacts of the existing digital financial ecosystem 
through a gender lens. On the one hand, digital 
financial technologies are accelerating women’s em-
powerment worldwide. By dismantling the need for 
intermediaries, digital technologies enable women to 
play a more direct and active role in the financing value 
chain. On the other hand, the growing gender digital 
divide, the gender gaps in the technology sector and 
the gender pay and investment gaps put women and 
girls disproportionately at risk to be worse off from 
the transformations fostered by digital technologies. 

This working paper is based on initial discussions with 
and between Task Force members, technical experts, 
practitioners, innovators and other stakeholders, as 
well as through a review of available literature. It 
provides a basis to review the barriers, risks and op-
portunities related to gender and the accessibility and 
utilization of digital finance and help identify path-
ways that could be leveraged for potential impactful 
investment returns for women.
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PART 1: WHAT ARE THE 
SPECIFIC BARRIERS 
FACED BY WOMEN 
TRYING TO ACCESS AND 
BENEFIT FROM DIGITAL 
FINANCING?
The lack of parity between women and men has serious economic implications. Gender 
inequality is not only a pressing moral and social issue, it is also critical to sustainable de-
velopment and the achievement of the SDGs. A McKinsey Global Institute report finds that 
US$12 trillion could be added to the global GDP by 2025 by advancing women’s equality.1 

The digitalization of the financial sector and the 
recent increase of digital financial services brings 
new opportunities to help build inclusive economic 
infrastructure that offers new services to marginal-
ized populations and underserved communities 
around the world. It has been widely documented 
that digital financial solutions have the potential to 
make a significant difference in bridging the gender 
gap, by increasing women’s financial autonomy and 
improving their economic participation.2 Digital fi-
nancial services can help bridge the gap in account 
ownership, increase women’s participation in the 
financial system and give them the opportunity to 
save formally or access credit. It can lower the risks 
associated with greater financial autonomy by 
improving privacy, confidentiality and control and 
reduce the time spent on travelling. It can also help 
their business by lowering costs and giving access to 
a diversity of financial services.3 McKinsey estimates 

that digital financial services could turn 1.6 billion of 
the 2 billion unbanked people into formal customers 
by 2025, thus adding US$3.7 trillion to the GDP of 
emerging economies.4

However, women are already lagging behind in the 
digital field and in accessing financial services. The cur-
rent gender gap in financial inclusion and the gender 
digital divide can be traced to many common factors, 
ranging from unequal opportunities, structural barri-
ers and social and cultural norms. The overlap of these 
barriers creates greater risks for women to be excluded 
from the opportunities associated with the digitaliza-
tion of finance and to prevent them from bridging the 
current divide.

Part 1 of this working paper will explore the main current 
factors barring women from fully participating in and 
benefiting equally from the digitalization of finance.
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FIGURE 1

How digital financial services advance women’s empowerment and economic 
participation

Digital financial inclusion for women advances their economic empowerment and participation, because digi-
tal financial services can:

1.1	 Help bridge the gender gap in account ownership and increase women’s participation in the 
financial system – both in terms of the volume and value of transactions.

1.2	 Provide women with greater privacy, confidentiality, and control over their finances.

1.3	 Give women the opportunity to save formally, lowering or eliminating the high cost associated 
with saving informally.

1.4	 Improve women’s access to formal credit. 

1.5	 Reduce time spent on travelling to access banks or make utility payments.

1.6	 Support risk management.

1.7	 Improve women-owned businesses’ ability to lower banking costs.

1.8	 Help female entrepreneurs better manage their inventory stock and make more efficient procure-
ment decisions.

1.9	 Have a multiplier effect that drives adoption among more women.

Source: World Bank et al. 2015.

1. Structural barriers
a. Infrastructure
Today, broadband networks are critical infrastructure, 
as important as roads, railways, water and power 
networks. The scale of the infrastructure that must 
be built or upgraded to bridge the digital divide and 
deploy emerging technologies is huge and expensive 
— the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) 
estimates that connecting the next 1.5 billion people 
will cost US$450 billion.5 

One of the most pernicious aspects of the global digital 
divide is the digital gender gap and worryingly, recent 
data reveal that this digital gender gap is growing 
wider.6 The global Internet user gender gap grew from 
11 per cent in 2013 to 12 per cent in 2016. The gap remains 
large in the world’s Least Developed Countries (LDCs) at 
31 per cent. In 2016, the regional gender gap was largest 
in Africa (23%) and smallest in the Americas (2%).7

Within countries, two other factors are also creating 
the digital divide and tensions: urban versus rural resi-
dency, and age.8 In Brazil, the mobile Internet gender 
gap is 32 per cent in rural areas compared with just 2 
per cent in urban areas.9  
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FIGURE 2

The gender gap in mobile Internet use in low- and middle-income countries, by region 
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•  327 million fewer women than men use mobile internet
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Source: GSMA et al. 2018.

The GSMA 2018 report on the gender digital gap 
shows that despite an increase in access, there also 
remains a significant gender gap in mobile phone 
ownership and use. The data on the mobile gender 
gap show that women in low- and middle-income 
countries are, on average, 10 per cent less likely to 
own a mobile phone than men, which translates into 
184 million fewer women owning mobiles phones.10  

Women who own a mobile phone report using 
phones less frequently and intensively than men, 
especially for transformative services such as mo-
bile Internet. GSMA estimates that women are on 
average 26 per cent less likely to use mobile Internet 

than men and, according to the latest findings from 
the World Bank’s Global Findex database, women in 
low- and middle-income country markets are on av-
erage 33 per cent less likely to use mobile money. This 
gender gap is wider in certain parts of the world. For 
example, women in South Asia are 26 per cent less 
likely to own a mobile phone than men and 70 per 
cent less likely to use mobile Internet.11  

A similar worrying trend can be seen with regards to 
the divide in financial inclusion. The Global Findex 
data show that while more and more women are 
opening bank accounts, a global gender gap of 7 
percentage points still exists — reaching 9 points in 
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developing countries, and that this percentage has 
not moved since 2011.12  As a result, women still make 
up 56 per cent of the 1.7 billion unbanked adults, 
with large variations across regions and countries: 
the Middle East and North Africa region shows the 

largest gender gap — 52 per cent of men in the re-
gion have an account, compared with only 35 per cent 
of women — while countries like China, Colombia, 
India, Kenya and Mexico show improved results and 
reduced gaps.13

Between 2014 and 2017, adults who either had an 
account through a financial institution or a mobile 
money service provider rose from 62 per cent to 69 
per cent.14 In emerging economies, this percentage 
rose from 54 per cent to 63 per cent. Despite invest-
ments and improvements in financial and digital 
infrastructure, it is disappointing that the gender 
financial and digital divide has not improved globally 
and is sometimes at risk of worsening in some coun-
tries. While connectivity remains a key issue in many 
rural areas, other structural factors such as costs and 
regulations are also preventing women from having 
equal access and use of digital financial services.

FIGURE 3

Gender gap in mobile phone ownership in low- and middle-income countries 

Source: GSMA Intelligence and World Bank data, Altai Consulting analysis.

BOX 1

Financial inclusion

Financial inclusion means that individuals and 
businesses have 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. 

Source: World Bank.
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FIGURE 4

Women are overrepresented among the unbanked in most economies
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Source: World Bank. 2017.

b. Costs and economic barriers
Geographical access to digital financial services re-
mains unequal, but we see access to digital services 
becoming more a problem of economics than geogra-
phy and infrastructure. 

In many low- and middle-income countries, as well as 
low-income regions, the high price of Internet access 
is one of the greatest barriers for women. Women are 
paid less and face an unequal dividend of paid and 
unpaid work. Women who head their households 
can find Internet access to be an impossible expense; 
and women dependent on a male breadwinner may 
not have control over household finances at all.1 5 

A GSMA study show that in low- and middle-income 
countries, there is a strong negative correlation be-
tween women’s education and income levels and 
a gender gap in mobile ownership. Where female 
educational attainment is lower and female income 
is smaller, particularly relative to handset costs, the 
gender gap tends to be larger.16  Although cost is an 
important consideration for both women and men in 

many of the countries surveyed by GSMA, this barrier 
disproportionately affects women. For example, in 
the Dominican Republic, 53 per cent of female mo-
bile phone users who do not use mobile Internet, 
but are aware of it, cited handset cost as a key bar-
rier to mobile Internet use compared to 37 per cent 
of men. In a similar sample in Kenya, 43 per cent 
of women and 31 per cent of men stated that not 
having access to an Internet-enabled mobile phone 
was a major barrier to using mobile Internet.17

A study from the University of Tennessee investigated 
the factors responsible for the inability of 245 female 
slum-dwellers in India, who earn around US$2 a day, to 
own a mobile phone. They found that more than 90 per 
cent of the respondents experienced more than two 
economic barriers, which prevented them from owning 
some of the least expensive mobile phones worth US$15 
or so on installments of US$1 a month.18 These barriers 
were identified as: fluctuating low personal income, 
low personal savings, lack of financial support from 
husbands, the cost of owning and maintaining a mobile 
phone, low household income, supporting the majority 
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FIGURE 5

The cost of mobile Internet around the world

Source: Cable.co.uk, Forbes, Statista.

of financial dependents in the family, unexpected and 
unforeseen family expenses, and inherited debt.19 

The cost of service is also an important barrier for 
women, especially with regards to access to the 
Internet. In a recent study from the Alliance for 
Affordable Internet (A4AI) carried out in 10 low- and 
middle-income countries, results showed that none 
of the 6 African countries studied met A4AI’s ideal 
target of 1GB of data for less than 2 per cent of the 
average monthly income. In Uganda, 1GB of mobile 
broadband costs more than 22 per cent of the aver-
age monthly income.20 The cost of mobile Internet 
has a direct impact on the digital finance ecosystem: 
this results in inequitable gains from technology access 

and leads to more investment in services that benefit 
men, as they are the largest group of customers with 
access to mobile Internet.

c. Laws and regulations
In the past years, many regulators have found it a 
challenge to keep an adequate understanding of the 
implications of evolving business models and the rise 
of technology in the financial sector. Policymakers — 
often already struggling with resource and capacity 
gaps — may resort to regulatory frameworks that are 
overly restrictive, are ill-suited for technology-driven 
innovation, or exacerbate pre-existing market gaps 
that hinder financial inclusion.21
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The introduction of digital financial services brings 
new risks. Governments have to balance opening 
systems and lowering barriers with the respon-
sibility of supervising a wider range of market 
participants and protecting millions of new con-
sumers.22 Past experiences in regulating traditional 
financial services have shown that seemingly gen-
der-neutral regulations could operate differentially 
with regards to men and women. Without policies 
requiring the collection of gender-disaggregated 
data by not only financial authorities but also by 
non-banking institutions developing digital finan-
cial services, there is little understanding on the 
barriers and risks faced by women.

Studies on financial inclusion have been able to iden-
tify the specific barriers women may face in proving 
their identity to open an account, travelling to a bank 
or an agent, and building a credit score. These barriers 
and challenges are also preventing women from ac-
cessing digital financial services. It has been reported 
that women in countries like Bangladesh, Nigeria, 
Tanzania and Uganda face legal and social barriers 

to attaining the government identity documents re-
quired to open a mobile account in their own names.23  
In some countries, stringent registration policies for 
SIM cards have also been identified as impediments 
and pose a real risk of excluding large sections of com-
munities, often the most vulnerable or geographically 
the most remote.24 

In too many countries, laws still discriminate against 
women and have a direct impact on their ability to 
access and use digital financial services. The Women, 
Business and the Law report from the World Bank 
measures the barriers faced by women in going 
places, starting a job, getting paid, getting mar-
ried, having children, running a business, managing 
assets and getting a pension.25 In 18 countries, hus-
bands can legally prevent their wives from working 
and 36 countries have laws which prevent women 
from inheriting equally as a spouse. In 31 countries, 
women cannot be the head of household or family 
and 17 countries have laws which prevent women to 
travel outside their homes.26

UN Women has launched a new strategy to fast-track 
the comprehensive elimination of discriminatory laws 
and support governments in their reform efforts.27 
This includes introducing laws on non-discriminatory 
access to credit, based on gender and marital status, 
and the reform of legal barriers to women’s access 
and control over assets by addressing laws affecting 
marital property, inheritance and the titling of land.28 
Having access to property rights and land is essential 
for women entrepreneurs because property is used as 
collateral security for business credit. Yet, even though 
women are a major force in agriculture and provide 70 
per cent of labour in the sector, they only hold about 
1 per cent of registered land titles, with around 5 to 
6 per cent of registered titles held in joint names.29 
These laws prevent women from having access to 
loans or from building credit scores that would lower 
the rates and fees of digital financial services. 

These barriers show that the challenges faced by 
women are multifaceted, and the large gender gaps 
in some regions are often correlated to multiple 
societal and cultural barriers which complicate strat-
egies to overcome the disparities.

BOX 2

People with low incomes, especially 
women, often lack access to an official 
identification document 

Traditional customer due diligence requirements 
that do not consider these constraints deeply 
affect whether women are able to access formal 
financial services. In Togo, where 62 per cent of 
women and 47 per cent of men lack a bank ac-
count, 30 per cent of financially excluded people 
cite lack of identification as one of the reasons 
they do not have an account, according to the 
2017 Findex. Regulation that allows for simplified 
customer due diligence in lower-risk scenarios and 
recognizes the types of identification documents 
that women typically have should help to bring 
more women into the financial system.

Source: Yasmin Bin-Humam et al. 2018.
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2. Socio-cultural barriers
a. Education and digital financial literacy
The fact that women experience greater barriers 
to benefit from the opportunities provided by the 
digitalization of finance is often explained by under-
lying social norms, such as women being less likely 
to receive an education or be employed in specific 
roles. In many Least Developed Countries, the literacy 
rate remains below 50 per cent30 and even if literacy 
among youth is globally rising, young women lag 
behind and represent 56 per cent of the 102 million 
youth illiterate population.31 Women and girls are 
more likely to face low digital and financial literacy 
and in developing countries, they are also less likely 
to be aware of mobile Internet in the first place, due 
to the structural barriers mentioned above. 

A GSMA study on how to accelerate digital literacy 
for women highlighted how a lack of knowledge and 
digital skills deters new users from accessing mobile 
Internet, and inhibits existing users from using mobile 
Internet on their own.32 The study shows how women 
viewed the Internet through the lens of the one or 
two applications and services they were familiar with. 
Many women who did not use mobile Internet did not 
understand the utility of the Internet and, as a result, 
had no incentive to invest in learning mobile Internet 
skills on their own. Most of the women interviewed in 
the GSMA report had not received any formal train-
ing on how to use the Internet but even those who 
had still had limited skills. In Indonesia for example, 
Internet education at the school level is limited to 
basic concepts like search and email. As a result, more 
female users are reporting the perception that mobile 
Internet is not relevant to them.33

Low financial knowledge is also a major barrier for 
all women around the world. A Global Financial 
Literacy Excellence Center (GFLEC) study shows that 
women have lower financial literacy and confidence 
than men and that this gender gap is independent 
of socio-economic background as well as cultural 
and institutional context.34 A recent study from 
UBS in the United States shows that this is a mul-
tigenerational problem, and that alarmingly the 
younger generation of women is showing even less 

interest in making their own financial decisions.35 
The study found that while women are acutely 
aware of their long-term financial needs, few take 
the lead in managing their finances and prefer to 
defer to their spouses for important financial deci-
sions. Millennial women are unexpectedly more 
likely to let men lead (56%) as opposed to women 
over 51 years of age (54%). This behaviour will pre-
vent women from accessing the new services made 
available by the digitalization of finance and put 
them at financial risk during critical life moments. 

b. Cultural and societal barriers
In many countries, women face limited access to ed-
ucation, employment, entrepreneurship and formal 
financial markets, as well as disadvantageous social 
norms and legal treatment. Societal bias varies de-
pending on local contexts and is found in all aspects 
of society. For the purpose of this paper, two specific 
examples of persistent and systemic inequality that 
are the most relevant for digital finance will be devel-
oped, but other inequalities such as wage inequality, 
unpaid work and care, and discriminatory also play 
direct and indirect roles in limiting women’s ability 
to benefit from the digitalization of finance. 

The first example aims to show the complex re-
alities faced by women and girls in ownership and 
utilization of mobile phones and access to financial 
services. Access for women can sometimes grow fast, 
but it is often accompanied by new risks that can 
lead to abuse. 

There is an additional layer of risk for women of fac-
ing gender-based violence as a direct consequence of 
owning a phone, exchanging information online and 
having independent access to new online financial 
services. As shown in Figure 6, digital services and 
new technologies not only can widen inequality, they 
can also increase acts of violence or harassment. A 
GSMA study shows that safety and security are an 
important barrier to mobile Internet access by female 
mobile users, especially in Latin America. For example, 
in Chile, 49 per cent of women (versus 23% per cent 
of men) who used a phone but had not used mobile 
Internet indicated concern that they or their families 
may be exposed to harmful content online.36 The 
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FIGURE 6

Anecdotal evidence of the risks of violence faced by women using a mobile phone

Source: UN Women.

empowerment of women through access to new 
digital financial services can have a great impact 
on power relations in households and communities. 
Similar issues can be seen with regards to access to 
microcredit, with evidence that some women are at 
greater risk of violence as a result of access to loans. 
But other evidence suggests that access to credit 
can empower women, lowers women’s risk of do-
mestic violence and improves women’s willingness 

to control fertility or contraceptive use.37 This is why 
the digitalization of financial services needs to be 
accompanied by further research on the benefits of 
people’s mobile access to financial services. These 
studies need to take into account local contexts 
and be shaped by the intersection of different 
social categorizations and power structures based 
on factors such as age, class, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity and gender.38 

BOX 3

Studies from Bangladesh and Ghana hypothesize that microfinance loans and cash 
transfers increase intimate partner violence (IPV) due to disagreement over use and 
control of the new income  

The reported increase in IPV against women accessing finance in these two countries could be attributed to 
a process through which husbands seek to establish full management and control over microfinance loans. 
They posit that if a woman challenges her husband’s attempt to control her loan, incidents of IPV within the 
household are likely to rise. An ethnographic study of IPV and microfinance programmes in Bangladesh finds 
that “the highest levels of violence against women were in the village where it was most apparent that a 
transformation in gender roles was underway.”

Source: Sarah Gammage et al. 2017.
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The second example aims to show how gender stereo-
types have a profound impact on the digital finance 
sector and the people that are directly investing in and 
developing digital financial services. Globally, women 
are systematically under-represented in information 
and communication technology (ICT) jobs, top man-
agement and academic careers. For instance, women 
worldwide are 20 per cent less likely to hold a senior 
leadership position in the mobile communication 
industry,they make up only 8 per cent of the investing 
partners at the top 100 venture capital (VC) firms and 
only 17 per cent of the scientists earning more than 
US$105,000 (in 2015).39 Start-ups and venture capital 
investment point to socio-cultural gender bias in 
equity financing: as of today, 90 per cent of innova-
tive start-ups seeking venture capital investments 
have been founded by men. Women-owned start-ups 
receive 23 per cent less funding and are 30 per cent 
less likely to have a positive exit — i.e. be acquired or 
to issue an initial public offering — compared to men-
owned businesses.40

In addition, women have historically had a low 
presence in leadership positions in the financial 
industry and with regulators. Currently, less than 2 
per cent of bank’s CEOs are women and less than 20 
per cent of board seats at banks are held by women 
(IMF, 2017). As shown in Figure 7 below, the new 
emerging fintech sector is at risk of following the 
same trend as the ICT and financial sectors.

An industry that intends to serve women but has 
no women in its leadership, technical positions or 
venture capital investor positions will miss comple-
mentary perspectives and will likely invest in the 
development of services that will not meet the 
diverse needs of women and girls. 

The wide variety of barriers faced by women with 
regards to the digitalization of finance may hinder 
its potential contribution to the SDGs and create 
new risks to widen the gender divide.

FIGURE 7

UK Fintech Census 2017 by EY

Source: EY et al. 2017.
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PART 2: HOW TO 
MITIGATE THE MAJOR 
RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH 
DIGITAL FINANCE FROM 
A GENDER PERSPECTIVE?
Innovation can be a force for good but also produces dramatic changes. Women and men 
face different vulnerabilities, risks and impacts based on their gender, with women being dis-
proportionately represented among the poorest and most vulnerable populations. The world 
needs to harness the power of technology and digital finance to introduce significant, posi-
tive change and not create new risks to widen the gender divide and expand existing barriers. 

The digitalization of finance needs to support social 
progress and develop solutions to challenging and 
often systemic social, economic and environmental 
issues that are preventing progress towards gender 
equality. Promoting a gender-responsive approach 
to digital finance will help acknowledge gender 
differential vulnerabilities to digitalization and 
identify adequate risk mitigation actions. It will 
also help bridge the current gender gap and give 
women and girls equal rights and opportunities to 
be the innovators and influencers that will shape 
digital finance services and policies that will impact 
their lives and those in their communities.

1. Preventing a wider gender, economic 
and geographical divide
The digitalization of finance is being rolled out 
while women are already struggling with a deficit 
in all areas which prevent them from keeping up 
with the progress made by men who had earlier and 
easier access to finance and technology. Since 2006, 

the economic gender gap has reduced by only 2.5 per 
cent and it is estimated that it will take roughly 202 
years to close.41 Without urgent action, there is a real 
risk that the current barriers to digital inclusion will 
be layered on top of existing obstacles to financial 
inclusion and disproportionally impact women trying 
to access and use digital financial services. 

The most critical risks at the global level are of 
progress on gender equality slowing down and the 
current gender divide widening in most countries 
around the world. The adoption of a gender-dif-
ferentiated approach to increase women’s digital 
financial inclusion will not only help reach unserved 
and underserved women, it will also promote more 
inclusive and equitable growth and local develop-
ment. This approach will help the digital finance 
sector to further explore how the way people access 
and benefit from their services leads to different 
power relations, vulnerabilities and capacities and 
how women’s participation in the digitalization of 
finance intersects with other inequalities.42 
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Another important risk is that countries are unable 
to seize the new opportunities offered by the digi-
talization of finance in comparison with others. The 
ICT development index show that there is a strong 
association between economic and ICT development, 
with least developed countries at a particular disad-
vantage. Of the 10 least-connected countries in the 
world, 9 are in Africa. 

Countries that will be able to adopt regulatory frame-
works that support the development of mobile money 
markets and mitigate risks for their population will be 
in a unique position to accelerate progress. As of 2017, 
fewer than 6 per cent of Nigerians had a mobile mon-
ey account, compared with 73 per cent of Kenyans. The 
regulatory framework in Nigeria limits competition in 
the provision of digital financial services; mobile net-
work operators are not permitted to provide mobile 
money services either directly (as in Kenya) or through 
subsidiaries (as in Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Tanzania and 
many other countries); and issues around fair access 
to the Unstructured Supplementary Service Data 
(USSD) channel also remain unresolved.43 

Women living in these countries are the most at risk of 
being left behind and disconnected from the new digital 
financial services currently being developed in more fa-
vourable locations. This would be a major lost opportunity 
as low infrastructure countries could greatly benefit from 
digital financial services that would cut out the interme-
diary customer-facing businesses and instead provide 
users and consumers with direct access to products and 
services that would otherwise require a mediator.

2. Fixing gender bias and discrimina-
tion in service provision

The use of artificial intelligence (AI) and Big Data is 
pervasive in the development and delivery of digital 
financial services. According to the International Data 
Corporation, financial services firms are helping lead 
the way in adopting artificial intelligence, with banks 
expected to spend US$5.6 billion on AI solutions in 
2019.44 AI is used in many different ways, from de-
veloping transactional bots (web robots) that act as 
digital finance advisors to assessing credit scoring 

FIGURE 8

Countries with the worst Internet access

Source: Created with Datawrapper.
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and client risk profiling, and from predictions to of-
fering clients new services and improved offerings.

AI and machine learning are nothing like learning in 
the human sense: they are based on algorithms that 
can learn from data without relying on rules-based 
programming.45 However, the design of AI systems 
involves human input at various stages, which, if left 
unchecked, can open the door to bias and unintended 
discrimination towards women. 

•	 Gender bias can first be found in the defini-
tion of the “solution” to be identified through 
machine learning or deep learning techniques. 
If an AI system aims to identify a customer’s 

creditworthiness for example, the translation of 
this concept into something that can be comput-
ed has to be done by humans.46 If the company’s 
past parameters to define creditworthiness were 
not fair and transparent, the model will incorpo-
rate these criteria. Bias in model definition can 
also be unintended, for example in the case of 
models programmed to maximize profits, which 
could then engage in predatory behaviour with 
the most financially vulnerable populations, even 
if it was not the company’s intention.47  

•	 Gender bias can also be found in the data, es-
pecially when relying on data sets that reflect 
existing prejudices. As women have been under-
represented in many walks of life, there is less 
data available for them, and what data exist are 
often of lower quality. As a result, machine learn-
ing models incorporate the biases in the training 
data. This is an important issue for deep learning 
systems applying pattern recognition, which are 
not able to intuit how to solve certain problems 
or explain how they reached a conclusion. If the 
data used are flawed by systematic historical bi-
ases, those biases will be replicated at scale and 
hard to eliminate. 

•	 Finally, gender bias can also be found in prepar-
ing the data, which involves selecting which 
attributes you want the algorithm to consider.48 
These are decisions that are again made by 
humans, and who chooses which attributes to 
consider or ignore can significantly influence a 
model’s predictive accuracy. 

Ensuring that societal values are reflected in al-
gorithms and AI technologies will require no less 
creativity, hard work and innovation than developing 
the AI technologies themselves.49 The introduction of 
bias is rarely obvious during an AI model’s construc-
tion and the negative impact of the data and choices 
made is often only seen until much later. Once they 
appear, it is hard to retroactively identify where bias 
came from and then figure out how to get rid of it. 
Experience has shown that AI models that penalized 
women could not be fixed by simply programming 
the system to ignore explicitly gendered words, as re-
vised systems were also able to pick up on implicitly 
gendered words and use them to make decisions.50

BOX 4

Artificial intelligence has a problem 
with gender and racial bias 

We often assume machines are neutral, but they 
aren’t. A study done on AI systems sold by tech 
giants like IBM, Microsoft and Amazon showed 
that given the task of guessing the gender of 
a face, all companies performed substantially 
better on male faces than female faces. The 
companies had error rates of no more than 1 per 
cent for lighter-skinned men. For darker-skinned 
women, the errors soared to 35 per cent. 

Another famous example is the Amazon AI 
recruiting tool, developed to review job appli-
cants’ résumés with the aim of mechanizing 
the search for top talent. Amazon realized 
its new system was not rating candidates 
for technical posts in a gender-neutral way 
because the models were trained to vet ap-
plicants by observing patterns in résumés 
submitted to the company over a 10-year 
period (most came from men, a reflection of 
male dominance across the tech industry). 
In effect, Amazon’s system taught itself that 
male candidates were preferable.

Source: Jeffrey Dastin. 2018. Joy Buolamwini. 2019.
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BOX 5

Leveraging blockchain technology in humanitarian settings — opportunities and risks 
for women and girls  

Ensuring meaningful engagement with affected communities is required to challenge the trend of top-
down blockchain-based solutions to humanitarian problems. This is not only a matter of justice and 
equality but is fundamental to ensure that this technology is able to deliver on its promises for all and 
not further enhance discrimination. Currently, local authorities, communities and affected individuals 
are largely excluded from the initial phases of blockchain testing and/or pilots, often under the pretext 
that they do not need to be engaged or would not understand the technology.

Blockchain is a list of records, for example of financial transactions, that is designed to not be modified. 
It is important to digital finance in that it allows us to safely own digital assets and goods. 

Although challenging, especially considering the complexity of the technology and the fact that its applica-
tion is usually located in back-end solutions, humanitarian actors seeking to explore blockchain technology 
in humanitarian settings must strive to ensure participatory approaches are in place to meaningfully engage 
the affected women and girls themselves from the start, and throughout all the existing phases of the project. 

Under current innovation practices, it is extremely valid to ask whether the ‘user’ is really afforded a deci-
sion-making role in services. Women’s and girls’ diverse views, needs, aspirations and concerns need to be 
listened to and acted upon to ensure that they not only are able to access and benefit from the technology 
but also are able to exert agency and use blockchain technology in ways that they find empowering.

Source: UN Women. 2019.

This raises many legal and ethical issues for policy-
makers, to make sure that companies and people 
using algorithms can be held accountable and that 
their decisions are transparent. Some forward-
thinking regulators are beginning to explore options: 
for example, the EU’s General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) requires organizations be able to 
explain their algorithmic decisions. The city of New 
York recently assembled a task force to study pos-
sible biases in algorithmics decision systems.51 The 
recent Report of the UN Secretary-General’s High-
level Panel on Digital Cooperation also stated that 
autonomous intelligent systems should be designed 
so that their decisions can be explained, and humans 
remain accountable.52 

In order to mitigate the risks of using digital finance 
services based on AI models, companies should audit 
their algorithms. This would prevent the develop-
ment of biased services based on data sets where 
a group of individuals appears more frequently or 
using biased criteria for selecting attributes. These 
audits would identify programmes that have trained 
themselves to optimize the services for a specific 
group only, due to biased data sets. Without these 
audits, new services and products could not only 
be failing women, they would be failing to capture 
the complexity of gender and to offer fair services to 
other underserved populations. 
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3. Addressing the technology knowl-
edge gap 
Whether we are looking at the 50 per cent of the 
world population connected to the Internet or the 
50 per cent without access, in most cases we can 
see that very few people understand the risks as-
sociated with new technologies and data transfer, 
privacy, AI and digital identities. Women who lack 
digital skills have low user literacy and are particu-
larly at risk of not understanding key concepts. For 
example, one important principle is informed con-
sent, which is the ethical (and in some cases, legal) 
mechanism ensuring that individuals voluntarily 
provide information with full knowledge of relevant 
risks.53 In the case of digital identities, this means 
the individual is aware of the use of her digital iden-
tity and its associated data trails, informed, and able 
to understand the decisions made through the use 
of her data.54 These are complex issues that experts 
are still debating in terms of risks and benefits, at a 
time when many countries are launching massive 
digital identity programmes. 

Without a clear understanding of key concepts, 
women are not empowered to hold companies and 
governments accountable for fairer outcomes. If the 
majority of a population is confused about what 
technology can and cannot do and how it operates, it 
is very hard for a society to decide what products and 
services are socially acceptable, suitably transparent 
and free of undesirable effects. Lack of understanding 
often leads to lack of trust and all around the world, 
we see people that are both increasingly dependent 
on, and distrustful of, digital technology. People have 
limited opportunity to opt out of non-consensual 
data collection or push-marketing. Although not all 
risks translate into actual harms such as digital iden-
tity theft, inadequate data protection practices or 
rules can result in women in both emerging and de-
veloped markets experiencing financial harm, loss of 
privacy, and/or reduced trust.55 For the digitalization 
of finance to have a positive impact, there is a need 
for a long-term view of trust, safety and confidence 
in the services offered.

The digitalization of finance and its heavy reliance on 
data raises many ethical questions on the transpar-
ency of data collection and usage. It is not always 
clear what informed consent means in the context 
of digital services. Are we giving informed consent 
when we are agreeing to dozens of pages of terms 
and conditions to access a service or an update? Do 
service providers have an obligation to make sure 
information is understood, not just provided, espe-
cially for the most vulnerable populations?56 These 
questions are particularly relevant in low- and mid-
dle-income countries, where many new services are 
being rolled out and tested by the private sector but 
also by development partners who are trying to pro-
vide more efficient service delivery in humanitarian 
contexts. In some locations, it is not always evident if 
customers or beneficiaries of social services who are 
accepting the use of digital financial products feel 
they have a choice or if they feel that not doing so 
would take away a resource that is valuable to them. 

Women are also particularly at risk of not under-
standing how new technology can shape their lives 
and their daily financial decisions and transactions. In 

BOX 6

The M-Shwari microcredit product depends on 
points earned through the usage of an M-Shwari 
Deposit Account, M-Pesa and other Safaricom 
services. In most cases, the digital data used to 
calculate the amount of credit that can be ac-
cessed come from the number of phone calls, 
M-Pesa/M-Shwari balances or wallet spend ins 
and outs. Focus group discussions with women 
microentrepreneurs in Kenya showed that 
many participants expressed a desire to un-
derstand how Safaricom calculates the points 
that determine the amount of credit they can 
access. Much of the time, they indicated that 
the amount of credit they can access through 
this service is too little for their business needs. 
Women reported only using digital credit for 
personal reasons but turned to their informal 
savings groups for their bigger financing needs.

Source: Michael Kimani. 2017.
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Ghana, MNO Tigo found that women usually require 5 
to 10 interactions before they feel confident enough to 
use its mobile money service and initiate transactions, 
whereas men require just 3 to 5.57  With the develop-
ment of agricultural technology (AgriTech) and digital 
services to farmers, we see new challenges emerging for 
women. In many countries, women farmers sometimes 
feel they do not have the freedom to choose which seeds 
or which fertilizer to purchase because of distribution 
or supply chain systems put in place by agribusinesses. 
These farmers can now access various digital trading 
platforms offering a variety of new digital financial 
services, but have very limited knowledge with which 
to make informed choices of the best options for their 
businesses. In addition, these new digital services are 
often linked to buyers or private sector companies, which 
put farmers at risk of losing their data and transaction 
history if they stop using the service or try to transfer to 
another platform. The chair of Sierra Leone’s open data 
council emphasized the importance of empowering 
people to have control over any data they may generate, 
as it is an important step in providing education on data, 
as well as enabling people to determine their future.58 

Therefore, the use of digital financial services can cre-
ate new risks for women to be treated unfairly, more 
legal uncertainty and new legal barriers for women’s 
economic participation. In the case of AI, the lack of 
transparency on how data are used and collected or 
the lack of explainability of how an algorithm operates 
can lead to opaque decisions on issues of critical im-
portance in the lives of women. The use of AI to decide 
whether or not a woman can have access to credit, 
insurance or any other financial service will make it 
harder for women to understand whether they have 
been discriminated against or unfairly barred from ac-
cessing opportunities. It will cause new legal problems 
for consumers which will be increasingly difficult to 
address and require new financial and consumer pro-
tection regulations. A study by the World Justice project 
shows that 53 per cent of women report experiencing 
a legal problem within the last two years but very few 
take some form of action of a legal nature. Consumer 
and housing issues were among the most common 
problems women experienced. However, only 13 per 

cent turned to an authority or third party to help re-
solve the problem.59 Regulating algorithms is often 
seen as a “black box problem” (we can see the black 
box but don’t know what is inside it and how it works). 
However, without proper regulations, it will become 
increasingly difficult to demonstrate how an algorithm 
complies with equality legislation, to determine who 
is responsible in case of discriminatory decisions, or 
to decide the level of fines that would be enough of 
a deterrent to engage stakeholders to develop strong 
accountability systems.

4. Redirecting investment towards 
gender-responsive solutions  
The digitalization of finance must address the sys-
tematic way that women and girls are undervalued. It 
should also lead to the development of services that 
help women exercise their economic power.60  None 
of the SDGs will be achieved if this critical risk is not 
addressed. Digital bank accounts can provide new 
opportunities for women to access new markets or 
welfare or safety net payments provided by govern-
ments. They can prevent household money to be solely 
controlled by men and improve families’ livelihoods. 
When a mother has control over her family’s money, 
her children are 20 per cent more likely to survive.61 An 
increase to a woman’s income of US$10 achieves the 
same improvements in children’s nutrition and health 
as an increase to a man’s income of US$110.62  

By 2028, women will control close to 75 per cent of 
discretionary spending in the world.63 Yet, the gender 
imbalance in the digital, financial and emerging fin-
tech sectors prevent them from taking an active role 
in creating and sharing their vision for new digital 
financial services. Women and men have different 
expectations, needs and constraints for using digital 
services, which can only be properly addressed by 
adopting a gender-responsive approach to digital 
finance innovation. Service providers need to include 
women in innovation design thinking, use tools to 
measure the effect their innovative services have 
on women and girls and empower women in their 
teams to lead innovation processes.
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BOX 7

Gender-responsive innovation 

A gender-responsive approach means going beyond acknowledging and raising awareness of gender 
gaps, to make sure women’s and men’s concerns and experiences are equally integrated in the design of 
innovative products or services and that due consideration is given to gender norms, roles and relations. 

UN Women Gender Innovation Principles recommend to:

1.		 Make a high-level corporate commitment to adopt a gender-responsive approach to innovation 

2.	 Design innovations that include women as end users 

3.	 Adapt implementation approaches to ensure innovations meet the needs of women 

4.	 Evaluate gender-responsive impacts by using a data-driven approach 

5.	 Scale innovations that provide sustainable solutions to meet the needs of women and girls

Source: UN Women.

Financial institutions and capital markets also need 
to support women entrepreneurs and companies 
that focus on developing gender-responsive services. 
In the current financial system, financial institutions 
and services that inadequately cater for the credit 
needs of entrepreneurs — both women and men 
— are a major constraint to the development of 
the sector. In a study conducted by World Women 
Banking, focusing on providing credit access to poor 
women, it was established that fewer than 2 per cent 
of low-income entrepreneurs worldwide have access 
to credit facilities.64 The IFC estimated the credit gap 
for women-owned small and medium-sized formal 
enterprises across all regions to be roughly US$287 
billion, which is 30 per cent of the total credit gap for 
SMEs.65 There is a clear shortage of supply of financial 
services compared to the demand, which could be 
partly covered by fintech or non-bank financial service 
providers. However, it will require that digital finance 
sectors develop services that address the most sig-
nificant barriers faced by women, and come up with 
innovative solutions such as the use of alternative data 

to assess risk, the replacement of standard collateral 
requirements with modern collateral requirements 
such as moveable assets to address the lack of formal 
identification by innovative digital identification (in-
cluding biometric capabilities) and to address the lack 
of credit history through the use of data from utilities 
and trade creditors.66

In a context where environmental, social and gov-
ernance (ESG) factors are gaining momentum in 
influencing investment decisions, there is also an 
urgent need to identify and create financial products 
that would help provide better financing options 
for women entrepreneurs and for companies sup-
porting gender equality both through their policies 
and their activities. If no particular effort is made in 
the coming years to address the gender gap in the 
capital market, there is the risk of missing critical 
investment opportunities that could be directed at 
companies providing specific services for women. 
Similar concerns can be seen in the venture capital 
world, where just 2.2 per cent of all venture capital 
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in the United States goes to companies founded 
solely by women. Companies with all-male founders 
receive funding after their first round close to 35 per 
cent of the time, while the number is less than 2 per 
cent for companies with female founders.67 Without 
targeted investments, the innovative digital finan-
cial products and services that will be developed 

in the coming years will not address the specific 
demands of women, particularly in priority areas 
such as insurance products, pension schemes, leas-
ing arrangements, agricultural finance, low-value 
equity investments, crowdfunding, international 
remittances, government-to-person (G2P) payment 
options and conditional cash transfers.68

BOX 8

MetLife has been developing and testing Vitana, an automated insurance solution using blockchain 
technology to offer pregnant women financial protection in case of gestational diabetes — a condition 
affecting up to one in five expectant mothers in Singapore.

Vitana securely connects to customers’ electronic medical records via their mobile device to issue a policy 
within minutes. If the customer’s doctor records a positive diagnosis in her medical records, Vitana will 
trigger an automatic payout, without the customer needing to make a claim.

It aims to offer customers simpler and cheaper products covering new risks while ensuring data privacy 
and achieving operational efficiency by testing the feasibility of applying smart contracts to automate 
underwriting and Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT) to automate payouts.

Source: Business Wire. 2019.
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PART 3: WHAT ARE THE 
PATHWAYS TO UNLOCK 
THE BENEFITS OF DIGITAL 
FINANCE FOR WOMEN?
It has been two decades after the first patent for mobile payment systems was filed 
and more than a decade after the launch of popular services like M-Pesa. However, there 
is little evidence and a lack of assessment and evaluation to show that the spread of 
mobile money accounts and the development of innovative digital financial services has 
affected poverty and gender inequality. One challenge experienced across regions and 
sectors is the lack of sex-disaggregated data or information on the disaggregated impact 
on excluded groups. Without further investment in this area, we lack access to sources 
of information that can be used to showcase how different populations can experience 
different outcomes and challenge assumptions that a given product will have the same 
effects on women and men.69  

In Part 3 of this working paper, we will review evi-
dence from the latest studies on the positive impact 
that digital financial services and gender-lens in-
vesting have had on gender inequality. We will also 
highlight key actions required from governments, 
service providers, civil society and development 
partners to further unlock opportunities and fully le-
verage the potential of the digitalization of finance. 

1. Evidence showing the positive im-
pact of the digitalization of finance 
for women
a. Expanding access to mobile money 
accounts
In sub-Saharan Africa, 21 per cent of adults now 
have a mobile money account — nearly twice the 
share in 2014 and easily the highest of any region 
in the world. While mobile money has been centred 
in East Africa, it is now spreading to West Africa and 

beyond.70 Very few studies are available globally to 
evaluate if the spread of mobile money accounts has 
created new opportunities to better serve women 
and other groups traditionally excluded from the 
formal financial system. However, some early posi-
tive signs can be found in a few countries showing 
that mobile money accounts might be helping to 
close the gender gap.

The Global Findex Data reviewed eight countries 
where 20 per cent or more of adults have a mobile 
money account only: Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon, 
Kenya, Senegal, Tanzania, Uganda and Zimbabwe. The 
report shows that all these countries have a statisti-
cally significant gap between women and men in the 
overall share with a traditional account as well as in 
the share with both a financial institution account 
and a mobile money account.71 However, just two of 
them — Burkina Faso and Tanzania — have a gender 
gap in the share owning a mobile money account 
only, while the other six have no such gender gap.
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An intersectional analysis of the digitization of finance 
in these countries shows that mobile money accounts 
can also deliver positive results for specific underserved 
groups. The report shows that there are hints that 
mobile money accounts may be helping to reduce the 
gaps between the richer and poorer in account own-
ership. While all these countries have a statistically 
significant gap between richer and poorer adults in the 
share owning both a financial institution account and 
a mobile money account, only half of them — Burkina 
Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal and Uganda — have such 
a gap in the share owning a mobile money account 
only. In the case of Kenya and Zimbabwe, the results 
show that poorer adults are more likely than wealthier 
ones to have a mobile money account only.72 The other 
parameter reviewed by the report was age, but in this 
category, the results were too different to identify spe-
cific trends. Some countries had no major difference in 
mobile money account ownership between age groups, 
some had more young adults using mobile money ac-
counts, while others had more older adults.73  

A specific study carried out in Kenya showed that in 
late 2013, men were about twice as likely as women 
to be using mobile banking. However, in late 2017, 
with 33 per cent of men and 27 per cent of women 
using mobile banking, men were only 25 per cent 
more likely to be using mobile banking.74 This is a 
positive indication that even though women face 
more barriers to equal men as early adopters, they 
have the opportunity to catch up once the services 
are more widely used and accessible. 

While these results are encouraging, it is still too 
early to say whether and how mobile money accounts 
can close the gender gap in financial inclusion. The 
financial digital services available and regulatory 
environments still vary greatly from one country to 
another and more sex-disaggregated data collection 
and research are needed to truly understand any con-
nections between mobile money accounts ownership 
and gender inequality.

FIGURE 9

In some economies, mobile money accounts might be helping narrow the gender gap in 
financial inclusion (adults with an account (%), 2017)
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b. Expanding use of mobile money 
account for payments, loans and savings
One of the key areas to investigate to better understand 
the potential of the digitalization of finance is the use 
of accounts and whether the use of mobile money ac-
counts varies by gender. Global Findex data show that 
among account owners in high-income economies, 
the use of digital payments is nearly universal for 
both men and women. However, in developing econ-
omies, men are on average five percentage points 
more likely than women to make or receive digital 
payments. This gender gap of five percentage points 
has remained unchanged since 2014 despite an 
overall increase in the use of digital payments.75 It is 
important to note that the gender gap in the use of 
digital payments varies substantially among developing 
economies, which makes it hard to identify any specific 
trends. Many countries, such as Bangladesh, Egypt, 
Morocco and Pakistan, that have a double-digit gen-
der gap in account ownership also have a large gap 
in the use of digital payments, while other countries 
like Turkey manage to reach universal use.76 

The adoption of digital credit is another area where it is 
useful to look at the intersection of gender with other 
parameters such as location and age to have a clearer 
picture of user trends. In a recent study in Kenya (Figure 
10 below), men were found to be more likely to take out 
mobile loans than women. This is especially the case in 
rural areas where men are about 25 per cent more likely 
to have taken out a digital loan than women, while in 
Nairobi and other urban areas, men are 7 and 11 per cent 
more likely, respectively.77 Among digital borrowers, men 
are much more likely to juggle more than one loan at 
a time: on average about one in three male digital bor-
rowers have more than one outstanding digital loan, 
compared to about 1 in 7 female digital borrowers.78 This 
gap is smallest among business owners, as about 23 per 
cent of female business owners who borrow digitally 
have concurrent loans compared to 29 per cent of male 
business owners.79 Finally, age can be an important crite-
ria for digital borrowing and differences in adoption can 
be very pronounced among mobile-owning women in 
rural areas. The study shows that women under the age 
of 30 are about 50 per cent more likely to have used or be 
using digital credit compared to women over 30 years of 
age. Rural women under the age of 30 are more active 
digital credit users than men of their same age cohort, 
whereas the opposite is true in urban areas.80

Concerning saving behaviours, the evidence gathered by 
research is mixed. A study in Kenya found that access to 
mobile money services delivered big benefits, especially 
for women. It enabled women-headed households to in-
crease their savings by more than a fifth; allowed 185,000 
women to leave farming and develop business or retail 
activities; and helped reduce extreme poverty among 
women-headed households by 22 per cent.81 However, 
many studies show that the best results can be found 
when the use of digital saving services is accompanied 
with specific training. The World Bank implemented a proj-
ect in Indonesia and Tanzania to promote the expansion 
of mobile savings accounts among women microentre-
preneurs. In both countries, they provided financial literacy 
training with a focus on mobile savings to enhance the 
impact of the project. In Indonesia, the project led women 
to save more overall, including through the nascent use 
of mobile accounts, and report greater decision-making 
power within the household. However, while increased 
household welfare was observed, no discernible effects 
on business outcomes could be seen. In Tanzania, the 
project led to substantially higher mobile savings, new 
businesses and products, more capital investment and 
labour effort, and better business practices. However, the 
increased business investments were not accompanied 
by greater profitability.82

BOX 9

The Technoserve Women in Business pro-
gramme trialed two interventions in Tanzania: 
female microentrepreneurs were trained on 
how to use the M-Pawa service (a mobile 
savings and loan product), with one group 
receiving weekly reminders on their savings 
goals and another one that included a busi-
ness skills training. The first group saved three 
times more than women in the control group 
while the second group saved almost five 
times more. The intervention increased the 
probability of receiving a loan by 14 per cent. 
The second group also expanded their busi-
ness and generated small increases in their 
monthly profits. However, the intervention did 
not have an impact on business survival. 

Source:  Niamh Barry. 2018.
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FIGURE 10

Share of mobile phone-owning digital borrowers for segments of the population defined 
by location, gender and age in Kenya

 24 

 
Source: 2017 FinAccess tracker, based on a sub-sample of 3,100 of the adults who participated in nationally 

representative 2016 FinAccess survey.

c. Expanding use of mobile money 
accounts for government payments and 
remittances
Governments make several types of payments to 
people — paying wages to public sector employees, 
distributing public sector pensions, and providing 
government transfers to those needing social ben-
efits.83 Digitizing payments from government to 
people has already had an effect in increasing ac-
count ownership. Global Findex data show that 
about 140 million account owners opened their first 
account to receive government transfers — includ-
ing 80 million women as well as nearly 75 million 
adults in the poorest 40 per cent of households.84 
The report indicates that women and poorer adults 
may benefit disproportionately when governments 
digitize transfer payments, highlighting the im-
portance of gender-responsive policy design and 
implementation to prevent adverse effects of digital 
transfers. Among women with an account in Brazil, 
about 10 per cent got their first account to receive 

government transfers. In Argentina, nearly a quar-
ter of account owners in the poorest 40 per cent of 
households opened their first account for the same 
reason — and in Thailand 17 per cent did so.85

A report from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation high-
lights how access to accounts by women may be driven 
by the digitization of G2P payments but not translate 
into full financial inclusion.86 Many women are not us-
ing the accounts beyond cashing out, therefore not fully 
realizing the benefits of the programme or taking full 
advantage of them by accessing new digital financial 
services.87 However, global evidence suggests that digi-
tal transfers of social protection payments can provide 
women with independent access to predictable income 
streams, and the arrival of a digital payment can give fe-
male recipients greater control over how the money will 
be used.88 In India, depositing G2P transfer payments 
into women’s own accounts (instead of defaulting to the 
heads of household, their husbands) led to 90 per cent 
account ownership, compared to 43 per cent for those 
who did not receive payments into their own accounts.89 
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Remittances are another area where digitalization 
could be a high-volume driver for women’s finan-
cial inclusion. Remittance-linked digital financial 
products can serve as an entryway for the use of 
a broader range of financial services — savings, 
credit, insurance and payments. There is a variety 
of situations were women can be the primary re-
cipient of remittances: in countries like Nepal for 
example, women are often left in charge of the 
household when men migrate abroad seeking work 
opportunities. In the Mekong region, a UNCDF 
study showed that 60 per cent of the total recipi-
ents are women, and that most of them, 75 per cent, 
live in rural areas, are middle-aged, married and 
receive remittances frequently from their children. 
However, this study showed that a majority are still 
receiving remittances through informal channels 
and that while customers showed interest in digital 
remittance products, most of them cashed out their 
remittances to cover daily household consumption, 

diminishing the potential to mobilize formal finan-
cial products.

d. Increasing interest in gender-lens 
investing 

There has been growing evidence that gender-lens 
investing and gender equity is good for investment, 
businesses and society.90 Research indicates that 
companies with more women in senior manage-
ment have higher returns on capital, lower volatility, 
greater client focus, increased innovation and greater 
long-term orientation.91 This helps demonstrate that 
gender equity in financial decisions is not only a moral 
obligation, but is also a critical business consideration 
that companies and investors should not ignore.92 
Gender-lens investment is not only good for business, 
it is also good for social returns: studies show that 
US$5 to 7 trillion of investment capital will be required 
to address critical challenges outlined in the SDGs.

BOX 10

Studies show that access to social safety net programmes like India’s massive rural workfare program, 
MGNREGA, may increase a woman’s economic independence — but not if her husband receives her wages. 

In many emerging markets, women are the primary recipients of a growing volume of conditional cash 
transfers and other forms of government-to-person (G2P) transfers. However, many large-scale financial 
inclusion and development programmes aiming to serve women, such as G2P programmes, have yet 
to fully explore how such payments might link women to formal financial services, including digital 
mechanisms.

Among adults in developing economies who received government transfers digitally, 36 per cent opened 
their first account specifically for that purpose. Countries like Brazil, Mexico, Mongolia, Iran and South Africa 
are moving routine cash transactions into digital accounts and boosting rates of female account owner-
ship significantly and rapidly. A recent study by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation concluded that women 
recipients of G2P cash transfers need to build skills and a knowledge base in order to become active partici-
pants in digital financial services and informed financial decision-making. They need support in overcoming 
the challenges of knowledge gaps, misinformation, digital illiteracy and scams that hinder the active and 
informed use of digital financial services. 

Source: GSMA. 2013. and Harvard.
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BOX 11

Gender-lens investing — Definition 

Gender-lens investing is defined by the Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN) as “investment strategies 
applied to an allocation or to the entirety of an investment portfolio, which seek to examine gender dynamics 
to better inform investment decisions and/or intentionally and measurably address gender disparities.” 

This broad definition covers many goals, which makes it complex to identify a measurement framework 
for analysing gender outcomes.

Wharton’s Project Sage 2.0 gave funds six options for how they defined gender-lens investing, and asked 
them to select all that apply. Approximately 50 per cent of funds included all five of the following classifica-
tions in their definition (14 per cent also selected “other”): 

•		 Advancing women in finance: more women fund managers, on investment committees, etc.

•		 Advancing women in corporate/enterprise leadership: C-suite positions, boards, etc.

•		 Advancing products and services that improve the lives of women.

•		 Advancing companies that treat female employees well.

•		 Advancing companies that improve the lives of women in their ecosystem (supply chain mem-
bers, etc.)

Source: University of Pennsylvania. 2019.

FIGURE 11

Corporate performance and women’s representation on boards, 2004–2008

Source: The Bottom Line: Corporate Performance and Women’s Representation on Board’s 2004-2008, 2011, Catalyst
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Gender-lens investing is a trend that has been grow-
ing continuously these past years. The Wharton 
Social Impact initiative has done a landscape analy-
sis of structured private equity, venture capital and 
private debt vehicles with a gender lens, and identi-
fied 87 funds deploying capital with a gender lens in 
2018, compared to 58 in 2017.93 This growth has been 
generated by an increased demand from the inves-
tor community, who are seeing the rise of women 
as consumers but are also sharpening their under-
standing of how capital can be part of the overall 
solution to address gender inequality.94 In 2018, 
Veris Wealth Partners reported that assets under 
management in specified gender-lens strategies in 
the public markets climbed to US$2.4 billion from 
US$100 million in just four years.95 Over the past 
three years, approximately US$1 billion has been in-
vested in women’s health technology, and ‘femtech’ 
is estimated to grow into a US$50 billion industry 
by 2025.96 However, compared to other, more main-
stream approaches, such as climate finance, gender 
still only occupies a niche: US$187 billion was in-
vested into climate bonds in 2017 while only $1.3 
billion was invested in gender bonds.97 

During Women’s World Banking’s “Making Finance 
Work for Women” summit in November 2018, discus-
sions highlighted that the time is right for gender-lens 
investing but a few barriers are still limiting its potential 
impact: the need for more demand, data and clarity on 
business cases, and a misconception of what gender-
lens investing is.98 Calvert Impact Capital, a non-profit 
investment firm that works with investors to move capi-
tal into communities worldwide, tried to address the gap 
in data and the lack of understanding of their investors 
by conducting a quantitative analysis of their portfolio 
through a gender lens. The results showed the positive 
relationship between gender diversity and financial 
performance in their portfolio, looking at return on sales, 
assets and equity.99 These data helped make gender-lens 
investing more compelling to investors, so that they do 
not perceive a gender lens as optional but as an essential 
part of strategy and operations.100  

The digitalization of finance brings the opportunity 
to access more sex-disaggregated data and build a 
compelling business case for gender-lens investing. 
More inclusive and digitized financial services 
have the potential to increase the uptake of mo-
bile accounts by women, especially in developing 
countries, thus generating more data and provid-
ing beneficial economic empowerment effects. 
However, these limited examples also show that 
that without relaxing complementary demand-
side constraints that women might face, access to 
mobile money accounts in itself is no “silver bullet” 
for unlocking the full potential of the digitaliza-
tion of finance for women.101 

2. Interventions that can create and 
boost demand for digital finance 
services

a. Improving awareness and 
understanding
One of the most common reasons for women not 
using digital finance services is the lack of knowl-
edge and understanding of how these services 
function and the benefits they could get from us-
ing them. A study in Kenya on digital loans showed 
that women were about 35 per cent more likely 
than men to cite fear as a reason for not borrowing. 
In addition, lack of awareness was one of the three 
main reasons for avoiding digital loans, especially 
for women living in rural areas.102 The UNCDF study 
on remittances in the Mekong region also mentions 
a lack of senders’ awareness of the products avail-
able as an important barrier to digital and formal 
remittance markets.103 In a global survey done by EY, 
lack of awareness also comes up as one of the main 
barrier to fintech usage (Figure 12). The study dem-
onstrates a relationship between fintech adoption 
and awareness of fintech with, for example, Hong 
Kong showing the highest adoption rate and lowest 
lack of awareness in 2015.104 
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FIGURE 12

Analysis of selected barriers to fintech usage, by age group
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Notes: The figures show  the percentage of all respondents who cited four barriers to using FinTech, by age group. Survey respon-
dents were allowed to choose multiple�reasons for not using FinTech. The question was asked only to respondents who had used 
no FinTech services in the last six months, however, the analysis is re-indexed �to show as a percentage of all survey respondents. 

Source: EY. 2017.

What are the main entry points to reduce barriers 
to awareness and increase understanding? We need 
to develop capacity-building initiatives and financial 
education programmes focusing on behavioural 
outcomes, so that we not only support women to be 
aware that diverse digital financial services exists, but 
we also help them understand how to access these 
services, gain confidence in using them and be able to 
make informed financial decisions.105

Understand the issue:
•	 Civil society organizations (CSOs) have a key 

role to play in gathering information on mobile 
money practices and barriers faced by women, 
in stimulating conversations on digital financial 
services and collecting data on sensitive topics.106  

•	 Development partners and governments need to 
do further research on the literacy, numeracy, and 
cognitive barriers faced by women to channel stra-
tegic investments in initiatives building those skills. 

•	 Service providers need to use sex-disaggregated 
data to better understand how their services are 

used, what are the market bottlenecks and what 
are the groups that are not accessing or using 
their products.107  

Design solutions:
•	 Development partners and CSOs need to de-

velop capacity-building programmes focusing 
on women recipients to address knowledge and 
skills gaps but also the need for attitude and 
behaviour change.108 This should include trans-
forming saving groups to help members switch 
to digital savings109 and developing networks of 
female digital finance agents.110  

•	 Service providers should improve their market-
ing strategies and recruit well-trained mobile 
money agents to help female customers better 
understand the advantages of digital financial 
services and also show them how to use the 
platforms. This was the case with M-PESA and it 
greatly facilitated its adoption.111

•	 Governments need to invest in education, social 
marketing and awareness-raising programmes 
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and leverage existing community structures to 
help their digital development policies achieve 
scale. They also need to include businesses in 
the development process of national financial 
inclusion strategies, to engage them in taking an 
active role in improving financial inclusion, sup-
porting awareness campaigns and increasing 
the impact of advocacy.112 

b. Meeting women’s unique financial 
needs
High transaction costs, poor literacy or poor connec-
tivity are often cited as the primary causes for digital 
financial exclusion. In many countries, poverty and 
isolation play a persistent role in shaping people’s 
abilities to access and use phones, computers and the 
Internet. In countries where those barriers to access 
have been reduced, continued financial exclusion may 
highlight situations where digital finance services and 
products fail to meet the needs of potential clients.113 
The digitalization of finance is a unique opportunity 
to successfully improve services for women and pro-
vide flexible solutions for their varied financial needs. 
Digital finance services have to provide women with 

opportunities to save and spend, receive wages or 
social benefits, replace cash-in transactions, pay utili-
ties and make person-to-person transactions.114 These 
services should be tailored to address the specific social 
and cultural barriers women could face in trying to ac-
cess and use these services. Global Findex data indicate 
that 26 per cent of adults without a financial institu-
tion account said they do not have an account because 
a family member already has one, with women more 
likely than men to cite this reason.115  Recent studies 
often refer to the gender differences in trust in insti-
tutions and technology but have only recently started 
to explore what underlies this difference.116 It is critical 
that digital finance services are not only relevant to a 
women’s life priorities but that they also adequately 
address her main concerns.

What are the main entry points to better address 
women’s financial needs with digital finance ser-
vices? We need to better understand how costs and 
individual preferences can impact women’s demand 
for and use of various digital financial services and 
what criteria women prioritize when choosing to 
adopt new services.

Understand the issue:

Each stakeholder needs to have a clear understanding 
of the barriers faced by women and how it impacts 
and limits the demand for digital financial services.

•	 Civil society organizations have to document the 
main issues faced by women who are particularly 
excluded and what are the services most needed 
by women in poor and hard-to-reach areas. 

•	 Service providers should not treat women as a 
monolithic customer segment. They need to better 
research what services would be the most attrac-
tive for women but also which features would 
increase accessibility and usability.117 They should 
also better research how to make services afford-
able to access and use by underserved customers. 

•	 Governments and development partners need to 
map out all the elements — financial, technological, 
geographical, behavioural and cultural — impact-
ing women’s demand for digital financial services 
to inform their policies and programmes.118

BOX 12

The Girl Effect Accelerator 

When Zoona was established in 2009, they 
tried to recruit female high school graduates 
who had limited opportunities to further their 
education or find employment. The company 
organized specific peer learning for their fe-
male agents, as fewer women were applying to 
join their workforce. They provided marketing 
skills training and invested in campaigns that 
support female agents. Zoona created jobs for 
over 5,000 women and uses a reporting tool to 
track their progress, which shows that women 
are the strongest performers: 60 per cent of the 
top performing agents in Malawi are women. 

Source: Anna Ferracuti. 2018.
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Design solutions:

•		 Service providers need to be more thoughtful 
about how to serve more women when develop-
ing and piloting new services. This would include 
working more closely with civil society organiza-
tions to integrate the needs and aspirations of 
marginalized women — some evolving and oth-
ers constant — and provide solutions for them.119 

•		 Governments should reform policies which 
make it harder in law or in practice for women 
to adopt digital finance services. This includes 
reforming the discriminatory laws discussed in 
Part 1, developing better customer protection 
frameworks, providing equal access to educa-
tion and economic opportunities and developing 
stronger laws to curtail online harassment.120 

•		 Development partners and governments should 
work with bank and non-bank service providers, 
including mobile network operators, to support 
solutions that can reduce transaction costs 
and improve access to points of services.121 They 
should also stimulate investment and provide 
free Wi-Fi hotspots in public spaces.122

c. Using targeted incentives 
Many studies indicate that women are more risk-
averse than men, and that gendered differences in 
risk perceptions and risk aversion can explain some 
of the differences in demand for financial services.123  
However, these statements often perpetuate gender 
stereotypes about risk aversion and risk tolerance and 
do not clearly reflect the various parameters influenc-
ing women’s financial decision-making processes. 
Indeed, recent academic research shows that 95 per 
cent of the risk preferences of men and women over-
lap and are much closer than scholars used to think.124 

Too many studies focus on the “average” man or 
woman, while ignoring variation within each gender 
such as marital status, age and social background.125 
In one study, single women showed higher risk prefer-
ences in financial investments than single men.126

This shows that stimulating demand for digital finan-
cial services and identifying effective incentives for 
women is not an easy task and should rely on research 
and impact assessment to avoid mechanisms based 
on stereotypes or misconceptions. If the main issue for 
women is trust or complexity of utilization, providing 
monetary incentives will not be enough to be impactful 

BOX 13

Understanding women’s needs and aspirations to bridge the digital gender divide in 
financial inclusion 

In 2011, BRAC Bank in Bangladesh launched its mobile money subsidiary bKash. Tens of thousands of agents 
signed up millions of accounts. By the end of its first year the word ‘bKash’ had become a verb in the Bengali 
language, meaning to send money. And yet, microfinance institutions in charge of BRAC’s microfinance op-
erations saw no change in overall deposit collection or deposit balances. Women living in poverty who saved 
weekly or monthly were continuing to save at exactly the same rate as before, whether or not they had access 
to a mobile phone or a bKash account. 

These institutions realized that their assumption — that what clients want most is convenience — was wrong. 
For women living in poverty across Bangladesh, among the most important considerations in deciding how and 
where to save is the ability to protect their savings, mainly from male members of their own family (typically hus-
bands, but often brothers, sons or even fathers). Microfinance institutions, which typically make it cumbersome to 
withdraw deposits, were unwittingly providing a service of tremendous value to their female clients — protecting 
their savings. The ability and ease of “cashing out” anytime was not what most of these women wanted or valued.

Source: Shameran Abed. 2018.
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on take-up and usage. In India, where 310 million ad-
ditional people entered the formal financial sector in 
the four years to March 2018, 48 per cent of all bank 
accounts have never seen a single transaction.127 A re-
cent study across South Asia and Africa with 14 digital 
financial service providers showed that the average 
proportion of accounts with activity was only about 25 
per cent.128 It shows that incentives must be carefully 
designed, so that they not only target increase in access 
but also increase in utilization of services.

What are the main entry points to design effective 
incentives that will help generate demand for digital 
financial services? We need to better understand how 
women customers process information, make choices 
for preferences and act on their choices to identify 
behaviourally informed incentives.129  

Understand the issue:
•	 Service providers need to research what is the 

impact of the various methods used to attract 
new female customers, whether it is through 
marketing campaigns, monetary incentives or 
non-financial incentives.

•	 Governments need to explore what could be their 
role to increase demand and whether they need 
to step in with incentives or other measures to 
promote adoption in the early stages of market 
development.130 They should use their improved 
understanding of female consumer demand to 
better appreciate which market developments 
need to be encouraged or facilitated through policy 
and regulatory changes.131  

Design solutions:
•	 Service providers should use behavioural sci-

ence to find innovative ways to fine-tune their 
outreach strategy and service offers.132 This 
would help identify the most effective mon-
etary incentives (such as free accounts, airtime 
offers and lowered fees), behaviourally framed 
messages (such as using gender-centric SMS) or 
behaviourally informed nudges (such as badges, 
loyalty schemes and women’s testimonials).133  

•	 Governments should go beyond their traditional 
regulatory responsibilities to facilitate the building 
of sustainable digital finance services ecosystems. 
Market forces alone will not always deliver equal 
accessibility to digital financial services and 
governments have a role to play in introducing 
incentives that build consumer demand.134 They 
can also promote the use of digital services by di-
versifying the possibility to receive social benefits 
through digital channels.135  For these incentives 
to be effective and scalable, governments should 
work with development partners and civil society 
so that G2P programme delivery models embed 
capacity-building and prioritize content that will 
build women’s functionality.136 

BOX 14

Gender stereotypes and venture 
capital support decisions 

A 2017 study of the venture-capital indus-
try shows how gender stereotypes are 
socially constructed and activated when 
assessing entrepreneurs’ potential in the fi-
nancial distribution of venture capital support. 
As a result, female entrepreneurs risk receiving 
significantly less venture capital. 

In the study, no statistical difference was shown 
between male and female entrepreneurs on 
hard financial risk indicators such as the use 
of bank overdraft facilities, risk buffers and col-
lateral, as well as debt-to-equity, mortgage and 
long-term borrowing ratios. 

Source: Michele Wucker. 2018.



Leveraging Digital Finance for Gender Equality 
and Women’s Empowerment38 39

3. Interventions that can improve the 
supply of digital finance services

a. Developing value propositions 
for women
Women will adopt digital financial services only if they 
prefer them to existing alternatives. Many individu-
als and small businesses in low- and middle-income 
countries use cash and a variety of informal financial 
arrangements for good reason, and these mechanisms 
sometimes play a cultural and social role in addition 
to a financial one.137 Many providers are waiting for 
women to adopt digital financial products without 
first questioning how these products can better meet 
women’s needs. New digital products need to offer 
true advantages, which will require smart product de-
sign and for service providers and fintech in particular 
to leverage their agility, innovation culture and techno-
logical expertise. Looking at the digitization of finance 
through a gender lens gives the opportunity to design 
entirely new financial offerings but also innovative fea-
tures to address existing barriers.

BOX 15

Offering financial products women 
prefer to existing alternatives  

Pakistan has solid digital infrastructure and 
financial regulation in place and has even had 
some success in digital domestic remittance 
payments. Nonetheless, the uptake and use of 
mobile money accounts is by little more than 
1 per cent of the adult population; although it 
is easy to open a digital wallet, people seem 
to prefer using cash and standard remittance 
services. In such cases, governments may be 
able to help by identifying market failures and 
working with providers to create incentives to 
use new digital finance products. For example, 
they might transfer social subsidies and other 
government payments to individuals digitally, 
a strategy India is pursuing. 

Source: McKinsey Global Institute. 2016.

New features: Mobile money services can easily diversify the number of languages available to do finan-
cial transactions, including local languages. For example, M-Pesa is available in English and Hindi but also 
Bengali, Marathi and Gujarati.138 Applications can also use biometrics and voice solutions to address issues 
related to women’s lower levels of technical and financial literacy, like fingerprints or facial recognition 
technology to authenticate transactions.139

New ways of using digital finance services: A wider acceptance of mobile payments could encourage a greater use 
of accounts. For example, one billion adults with a financial account still pay utility bills in cash.140 Even when bills 
can be paid digitally, many people choose not to because of high fees, lack of proof of payment or other concerns. 
People using digital payments also need to be able to deposit and withdraw cash safely and conveniently, espe-
cially in countries where digital payments are not yet widely accepted for everyday purchases at local markets.141 In 
this case, a reliable cash-out experience for women is key to the success of digital mobile accounts.

New products: Lending was among the earliest segments of finance to be disrupted by digitalization and 
alternative lenders are some of the largest and most established fintech companies.142 Digitalization can lead 
to new methods of collateral for women who do not have access to traditional credit assets or lack credit 
history, like M-Shwari which uses a customer’s preliminary credit score upon enrolment based on past use of 
a Safaricom product.143 Alternative credit scoring can also be useful for women that have been displaced or 
are moving to a new country or for young people who are often underbanked.144 Many service providers are 
also exploring the possibility of giving customers digital identities, and large companies with huge data sets 
have acquired a unique edge in this space that could enable them to act as identity providers. 
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What are the main entry points to provide more ap-
propriate sets of digital finance services offerings 
to women? We need to put the specific needs and 
preferences of women at the centre of the design 
of digital financial services to provide women with 
products that work for them.

Understand the issue:
•	 Service providers need to collect sex-disaggre-

gated supply-side data to serve women more 
effectively with a broader array of digital financial 
applications. The current digital market perceives 
women as receivers and men as senders of digital 
payments. Accordingly, the design and market-
ing of digital applications are usually focused 
on men sending money and women receiving 

money. Very few mobile operators target female 
business owners or workers.146 

•	 Governments need to design digital financial 
inclusion policies that lead financial service 
providers to improve sex-disaggregated supply-
side data reporting to better understand gender 
inequality in access and use.147 Too many supply-
side studies rely only on administrative data or 
institution-based surveys, which provide a lim-
ited picture of the supply side.148 

•	 Civil society needs to raise awareness on the 
architecture for consent in relation to data collec-
tion and the explainability of financial decisions 
taken through AI models, so that the new ser-
vices developed ensure transparency and respect 
for human rights.

BOX 16

BTPN Wow! A human-centred success story  

In Indonesia, innovative tools have not gained a lasting foothold as shown by the 69 per cent dormancy rate 
for mobile money. BTPN, an Indonesian bank, tried to reverse this trend, aiming specifically at low-income 
customers. Turning its back on the traditional one-size-fits-all approach, BTPN employed a human-centred 
design process that involved low-income customers and agents in every step of product development, 
from initial design through prototyping. The result is BTPN Wow!, a no-fee savings account accessed by the 
simplest cell phone with only a single bar of signal — all crucial requirements for its customers. In its first 
two years, active usage is 38 per cent, well ahead of the regional average of 19 per cent for mobile money 
accounts. Wow! has gained 1.5 million low-income clients with equal numbers of women and men, and 
around 70 per cent live in rural areas. 

Source: UNSGSA. 2017.

New customer services: Digital finance services do not need to rely on physical branches as traditional 
financial institutions. They allow companies to come up with new ways to connect with customers, using 
chatbots or door-to-door delivery service, replacing branches by a network of agents that can offer a more 
personalized and convenient service, particularly for women in rural areas.145
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BOX 17

Lack of proofs of concept for investing in innovations for women and girls  

Since 2016, UN Women invests in areas that are particularly relevant to underserved women to demonstrate 
the impact of investing in innovations that benefit women from marginalized or vulnerable groups. 

Women make up 43 per cent of the agricultural labour force in developing countries and 59 per cent in sub-
Saharan Africa. Yet, women farmers face a number of key structural barriers that limit their access to land, 
information, infrastructure and markets. Their limited access to finance makes it extremely difficult to invest 
in processing and post-harvesting equipment that would enable women farmers to avoid distress selling, 
receive higher prices and reduce post-harvest losses. One of the key reasons for their limited access to finance 
is the lack of data, which makes it impossible for women farmers to build a credit profile. 

For the last two years, UN Women has been designing and piloting a digital platform, Buy from Women, with 
human-centred design to identify the specific needs of women smallholder farmers and provide them with 
digital solutions that allow them to access pertinent information while helping them establish themselves 
as legitimate commercial entities and process financial transactions with a larger numbers of buyers.

Source: UN Women. 2017.

Design solutions:
•	 Service providers should use human-centred 

design and behavioural science to be more ag-
ile at testing and understanding digital female 
customers. They should use gendered customer 
journey frameworks to identify key touchpoints 
and improve not only their offering of services 
but also their customers’ services and identify 
new products to market. Companies should 
also engage in private–private partnerships, 
such as the CEO Partnership for Economic 
Inclusion (CEOP) launched in 2018. The idea 
behind the CEOP is for companies to explore 
opportunities to join forces and offer financial 

services to underserved customer segments 
such as small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), farmers and migrant workers. In the 
process, the companies improve their bottom 
lines and build a collective knowledge of the 
market, while targeted customer segments 
obtain better access and usage of financial 
services.149 

•	 Governments should use supply-side data to 
refine their policies and regulatory frameworks, 
to ensure service providers develop products ac-
cessible to underserved women, providing them 
with affordable and secure options that increase 
usage opportunities. 
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b. Adopting enabling environment 
regulations 
The digital financial services regulatory environment 
is uncertain in many countries, with government 
agencies often lagging behind technological and 
fintech organizations. Many of these organizations 
have adopted a “beg for forgiveness” rather than “ask-
ing for permission” mentality and do business under 
a cloud of regulatory uncertainty.150 The challenge of 
managing compliance in an uncertain and changing 
environment has even led to the development of new 
tech solutions for companies and regulators, RegTech 
and SupTech (regulatory and supervisory technol-
ogy), to harness the power of data and technology 
to develop intelligence for supervision and policy and 
regulatory development.151 A number of regulators in 
advanced, emerging and developing economies have 
responded to such challenges by innovating on their 
own. These innovative regulatory initiatives include 
innovation offices, regulatory sandboxes and RegTech 
for regulators.152 These initiatives are in the early stag-
es of implementation, consequently, empirical data 

are limited, including on their impact on financial 
inclusion. However, it is clear that no single initiative is 
a magical solution for effective regulation and regula-
tors need to remain agile and open as they innovate 
and create regulatory initiatives.153

The 2019 IMF-World Bank Global Fintech Survey 
shows that countries are broadly embracing fintech 
and working to build an enabling environment.154 
Two-thirds of all surveyed jurisdictions recognize the 
potential of fintech and are either working on or have 
a national strategy in place. The survey shows high 
expectations of the potential of fintech to expand 
financial inclusion for households (84 per cent) and 
SMEs (73 per cent) and reduce the urban–rural gap. 
However, there are only modest expectations for the 
potential of fintech to address the gender gap.155 This 
shows the need to reach out to financial authori-
ties, both regulators and supervisors, to showcase 
the actions they can take within their mandates to 
contribute substantively to fostering the greater par-
ticipation of women in access to, and usage of, digital 
financial services.156

FIGURE 13

Growing regulatory complexities 2017

Note: The list of regulations mentioned in the chart is non-exhaustive.

Source: Thomson Reuters, BI Intelligence.
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One example could be to look at countries that have 
used innovative initiatives to identify customer-
centric solutions, such as financial policymakers in 
Mexico and the Philippines. They are using consumer 
research methods like mystery shopping, which in-
volves central bank employees posing as low-income 
customers, in order to understand the effectiveness 
of consumer protection policies related to digital ser-
vices. In Ghana, the central bank used a behavioural 
mapping of actual consumer complaints to develop a 
new consumer recourse policy.157  

What are the main entry points to introduce new 
regulatory frameworks or adjustments to existing 
frameworks to advance women’s digital financial 
inclusion? We need financial authorities to consider 
adopting the promotion of women’s financial and 
digital inclusion as a specific policy objective along-
side the other objectives in their mandates.158

Understand the issue:

•	 Governments should use the collection and 
analysis of both demand-side and supply-side 
gender-disaggregated data to identify how to 
strengthen the financial infrastructure, what 
are the regulatory frameworks and supervisory 
practices to reform with priority, how to enhance 
market conduct and financial consumer protec-
tion regulation, and how to address cultural and 
social barriers.159 

•	 Development partners should help inform dis-
cussions on regulatory issues through research, 
analysis and forums with leading stakeholders in 
the digital finance space. They should highlight 
the vital importance of a financial system that is 
innovative, dynamic, inclusive and that provides 
adequate protection against fraud and misuse.160 

Design solutions:

•	 Governments should encourage open, interoper-
able and interconnected systems. They should 
also systematically review new and changing risks 
linked to the digitalization of finance through a 
gender lens to ensure adequate frameworks for 
digital financial products, services and delivery 
channels. For example, they should evaluate 
whether the current regulatory system is adequate 
or in need of reform to adopt risk-based propor-
tionate regulation and supervision to consider 
consumer protection, credit risks or operational 
risks linked to data security and data privacy.161  

•	 Development partners should provide low and 
middle-income countries with technical support 
to build their capacity to handle the additional 
risks brought by innovations and new business 
models in the digital financial sector and to set 
up specialized units that can deal with the risks 
associated with digital finance technologies.162  
In the IMF-WB fintech survey, countries also 
identified key areas requiring technical support 
and policy advice, including the development 
of legal, regulatory and supervisory frameworks 
and greater cooperation on cross-border issues 
and international standards for mobile money 
services and peer-to-peer lending.163  

•	 Service providers should take a more active role 
as advocates for financial inclusion and engage 
in partnerships such as the CEO Partnership for 
Economic Inclusion launched by Her Majesty 
Queen Máxima of the Netherlands, the United 
Nations Secretary-General’s Special Advocate 
for Inclusive Finance for Development.164 Such 
cross-industry partnership helps chart new 
paths to innovative solutions and establishes 
new platforms for dialogue between companies, 
regulators and policymakers.

BOX 18

How to accelerate digital inclusion for 
women?   

The public sector has an enormous role to 
play in ensuring that digital financial services 
products are accessible to women. In Tanzania, 
the government works to open access through 
interoperability and less onerous Know Your 
Customer (KYC) requirements.  

Source: Women’s World Banking. 2018.
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c. Integrating a gender-lens strategy in 
investment portfolios 

Recent studies show that not enough attention is 
being paid to how to invest in women and how to 
provide practical guidance to investors on how they 
can incorporate gender in their strategies and bet-
ter understand gender-focused funds.165 New tools 
are needed to help investors pay more attention to 
a variety of criteria such as women’s representation, 
hiring practices, equality policies, availability of sex-
disaggregated data on clients and the value chain. 

An increased focus on gender-lens investing could 
help close the gender gap in access to capital for 
women-led start-ups and women-owned busi-
nesses in the technology sector and reshape the 
investment market. It could also help direct in-
vestments towards creating more digital financial 
products that would specifically target women 

customers. In the same way that there are many as-
set management products linked to environmental 
protection or labour rights, new products linked to 
gender analysis could be developed in the coming 
years.166 In the climate sector, we already see that 
the new opportunities created by digital finance 
have increased citizens’ engagement on this issue, 
unlocking new sources of finance for low-emission, 
resilient infrastructure in both developed and devel-
oping societies.167 Similarly, gender-lens investment 
in digital finance can address social aspects such 
as inclusiveness, social acceptance, accessibility, af-
fordability and efficiency.168 

What are the main entry points to developing gen-
der-lens investing strategies for digital finance? We 
need to identify how to channel capital towards the 
improvement of women’s access to entrepreneurship, 
leadership opportunities, and products and services 
that enhance their economic participation and finan-
cial inclusion.

Understand the issue:

•	 Investors should collaborate with gender ex-
perts to improve internal capacity among staff 
to understand how gender operates in different 
settings.169 This would improve their ability to 
evaluate companies and develop funds that 
meet women’s needs. 

•	 Service providers should research how they can im-
prove their access to capital by focusing on gender 
criteria such as the number of women in leadership 
and the workforce and gender- and family-friendly 
internal policies, supply chains and products. 

•	 Development partners should research which 
metrics are the most accurate in capturing 
gender impact and document what constitutes 
investor best practice. As an example, the gen-
der-lens investing study made by Calbert Impact 
Capital led them to develop specific tools, such 
as a framework providing an overview of how to 
incorporate gender across asset classes and a list 
of questions for due diligence processes.170

BOX 19

A gender lens must be applied across 
the entire range of regulatory enablers 
for digital financial services    

Expanding e-money issuance to more non-banks 
like fintechs and mobile network operators with 
large female customer bases will make it possible 
for many more women to own financial accounts. 
An open competitive environment could improve 
services for women consumers. 

Diversifying digital financial services ecosys-
tems by allowing non-banks to issue e-money 
has already brought many women aboard. In 
Côte d’Ivoire, which has allowed non-banks 
to issue e-money since 2006, women are now 
more likely to own a mobile money account 
than a bank account.

Source: Yasmin Bin-Humam et al. 2018.
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Design solutions:

•	 Investors should demonstrate their commitment 
to gender-lens investing by (i) investing in funds 
with explicit gender mandates, (ii) incorporating a 
gender analysis into any sustainable and respon-
sible investing and (iii) screening out companies 
with poor diversity records and proactively invest-
ing in funds or enterprises that promote women 
in leadership and exhibit best practices in gender-
sensitive employment policies.171 They should also 
focus on geographic diversity and invest in low- 
and middle-income countries. 

•	 Service providers should improve gender diversity 
and equality in their management, workplaces 
and activities to offer investors opportunities to 
invest in gender-responsive companies operating 
in digital finance. 

•	 Governments should identify policies and 
incentives to bring more socially oriented 

gender-lens investing into their countries. They 
should focus on women entrepreneurship but 
also on how this new capital can be deployed 
to enterprises that positively affect women via 
products and services.172 

•	 Development partners and specifically multi-
lateral development banks have a critical role to 
play as early-stage investors to demonstrate the 
market viability of gender-lens investing in low- 
and middle-income countries.173  

•	 Civil society should ensure that gender-lens 
investing in digital finance stays rooted in the 
needs and realities of women and is positively 
impacting gender equality.174 

BOX 20

The increasing role of women in fintech 
is driving more user-centric product 
design globally    

Approximately 35 per cent of fintech projects 
in Latin America have a women founder or co-
founder which is much higher than the global 
average at around 7 per cent. About half of these 
projects with a woman in the founding team are 
focused on financial inclusion.

Source: Leonora Buckland et al. 2019.

BOX 21   

In 2019, the Australian government awarded 
US$1.2 million to develop the ecosystem for 
gender-lens investing in Asia. Impact Investment 
Exchange (a global organization working on in-
novative finance and support for high-impact 
enterprises) will implement the Equity@Scale 
programme, focusing on addressing key weak-
nesses in the current entrepreneurial ecosystem 
and moving capital to impact enterprises. It will 
support impact enterprises with three types of 
capital: human capital in the form of investment 
readiness training; social capital in the form of 
access to mentoring and corporate networks; and 
financial capital in the form of access to investors 
and private sector equity and debt investments. 

Source: IIX. 2019.
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CONCLUSION
The Task Force on Digital Financing is in a unique position to create multistakeholder coalitions that can break 
through the barriers faced by women and advocate for reforms that will fill current institutional, capacity and 
policy gaps in relation to the digitalization of finance. Steering the digitalization of finance to benefit the SDGs 
and meet the needs of underserved women is too complex for civil society, business, governments or development 
partners to tackle alone. 

This paper aims to begin a conversation about the potential of applying a gender lens to digital finance and to 
identify resources and partners available to work together to make gender a central concern when developing 
new products or investing in new services or infrastructure. As stated in the Biarritz Declaration for a G7 & Africa 
Partnership, all actors need to take specific action to ensure that digital transformation benefits all, including 
those in the most fragile regions.175 This transformation also needs to bridge the digital divide and benefit the 
most marginalized and vulnerable populations. The barriers and risks faced by women in many countries are 
enormous, but so is the opportunity if we manage to unlock the potential of digital finance to create a more 
equitable and sustainable world.
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