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ABSTRACT 
 

My paper examines the impact of gender empowerment on women’s financial inclusion. I 

hypothesize that gender empowerment can expand female financial inclusion through 

affecting women’s status in society, increasing the percentage of women owning a bank 

account and account usage, and thus catalyze women empowerment and reduce gender 

barriers for female financial inclusion. Specifically, using panel data from the Global 

Findex Database (Global Findex 2017), the World Bank’s Women, Business and Law 

Database and Quality of Government Database, I conclude that for countries where women 

are better educated, and socially and politically empowered, a larger percentage of women 

have a bank account, use digital transfer and own a credit card. From a policy perspective, 

the paper underscores the importance of developing financial inclusion infrastructure, 

enhancing women’s financial literacy, and promoting world-wide gender equality.   
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Introduction 

Financial inclusion, defined as the proportion of firms and individuals that have access to financial 

services and master the use of financial products (Kim, 2016), has become a topic of increasing 

interest to researchers, policymakers, and other financial sector stakeholders. Many countries are 

committed to promoting women’s financial inclusion as a way to mobilize savings and boost 

domestic investment and thus economic growth. As a result, financial inclusion has become a 

collective and considerable focus for government, society, and researches in general.  

 

Access to formal financial service can lead to increasing asset ownership and facilitate women's 

access to greater discourse, economic power and higher social and political status (Demirguc-Kunt 

et al., 2018). Even basic financial instruments, such as deposit accounts at formal financial 

institutions, can have a significant value. Formal bank accounts provide a secure place to make 

deposits and a convenient, reliable, and manageable channel to make payments and transfer money 

for family members, employers, or government (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2014).  

 

When women are actively involved in the financial system, they can better deal with risk, adjust 

consumption against shocks, and plan more sensibly for their household's economic situation, 

including investing in household needs and for their children's education (Dupas and Robinson 

2013). Even for those women with lower family and decision-making power within household, 

the use of personal safety (private) savings accounts can promote economic flexibility and increase 

women's control over financial resources, thereby improving their household status (Karlan et al., 

2016). Women's use of personal private banking accounts also allows them to have more 

opportunities and power to make financial decisions, and bargain in the household (Dupas and 



  

 2 

Robinson 2013). Women's financial inclusion can make greater impact on children's education, 

resource allocation to households, and the creation of more inclusive and harmonious communities 

(Duflo 2003). 

 

Numerous studies show that women’s financial inclusion and gender gaps are closely linked 

(Garcia, 2019).  Although great efforts have been made in most countries to eliminate the 

inequality between men and women in financial inclusion, there is huge gender gap in accessing 

financial service, especially in the emerging economies (Garcia, 2019). Over 1.7 million adults 

remain unbanked (The World Bank, 2017). 72% of men have a bank account compared to 65% of 

women. This 7 percentage point gender gap remained the same in 2014 and 2011. Similarly, 

developing economies face a much larger but equally consistent gender gap of 9 percentage points 

(Demirguc-Kunt, 2018). Compared to their brothers and husbands, Women and girls still earn less, 

learn less, have less, and wield much less economic decision-making power. This negatively 

affects women's employment prospects, education opportunities, health situations and even their 

control over their own lives and choices (Hendriks, 2019). 

 

To narrow the gender gap, women need more financial inclusion and more financial inclusion 

products and services. One reason behind women facing greater financial exclusion can be 

interpreted by the lack of women empowerment (OECD, 2013). Moreover, improving the financial 

inclusion of women is particularly important since women disproportionately suffer from poverty 

due to gender inequality, unequal division of labor, and lack of control over economic resources 

(United Nations, 2015). In addition, women often face limitations in education opportunity, 

employment outside of the homes, asset and land ownership, asset heritage, and control over their 
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economic situation in general (Holloway, 2017). Past research recognized the role of women’s 

empowerment in female financial inclusion participation, with the purpose of emphasizing the 

importance of closing the gender gap in financial inclusion through achieving gender 

empowerment, this paper explores the impact of gender empowerment on women's participation 

in financial inclusion. It argues that the global community and national financial institutions should 

work together to promote female financial inclusion through pushing forward women's 

empowerment. 

 

In light of differences between women and men with respect to financial inclusion, I analyze 

whether gender empowerment can promote the expansion of female financial inclusion. My 

hypothesis is that gender empowerment can expand female financial inclusion through affecting 

the women’s status in society, and increasing the percentage of women owning a bank account 

and account usage, and thus catalyze women empowerment and reducing gender barriers for 

female participation in financial inclusion. 

 

Using panel data from the Global Findex Database (Global Findex 2017), and the World Bank’s 

Women, Business and Law (WBL) Database and Quality of Government (QoG) Database, I 

conclude that for countries where women are better educated, and socially and politically 

empowered, a greater share of women have a bank account, use digital transfers, and own a credit 

card. From a policy perspective, my thesis underscores the importance of developing financial 

inclusion infrastructure, enhancing women’s financial literacy and their use of financial inclusion 

tools, and promoting gender equality in women’s financial inclusion.  
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The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides background and reviews previous 

relevant literature. Section 3 explains the regression framework of my empirical analysis, which 

explores the effect of gender empowerment on female participation in financial inclusion. Section 

4 describes the dependent and explanatory variables I use to conduct my analysis. Section 5 

presents my empirical results. Section 6 discusses policy interventions that may help to expand 

female financial inclusion. Section 7 offers my conclusions and discusses limitation of the paper. 
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Background and Literature Review 

A growing number of studies show that financial inclusion has benefits for women and poor adults, 

and policy makers in many countries view financial inclusion as a key indicator of economic 

strength and a solution to increasing poverty levels. The gender gap in financial inclusion can be 

used as a crucial component to measure a country's social development, its popularization of 

financial inclusion, and the status of women in the country. 

 

The World Bank (2018) defines financial inclusion as the following: 

“individuals and businesses have access to affordable financial products and services that 

meet their needs – e.g., transactions, payments, savings, credit, and insurance – delivered 

in a responsible and sustainable way.”1 

 

Recently, this definition has expanded to include having access to transaction account and moving 

from account access to account usage (The World Bank, 2019).  

 

The empowerment of women is defined as the following: “The process through which women 

acquire the ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously 

denied to them2” (Kabeer, 1999, p. 437). Kabeer (1999) also stresses that “the ability to exercise 

individual choice is based on three elements: resources, agency, and achievements3” (p. 441). 

 
1 The World Bank. 2018. “Financial Inclusion Overview” October, 02, 2018. Retrieved from 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview 
2 Kabeer, N. (1999). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement of women's 
empowerment. Development and change, 30(3), p. 437. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125 
3 Kabeer, N. (1999). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement of women's 
empowerment. Development and change, 30(3), p.441. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125 
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Female empowerment is a means of changing and balancing power structures, leading to greater 

gender equality (Batliwala, 2007). Promoting gender equality enables women to have greater 

chances to get education and to make life choices on their own. In addition, as a core component 

of and human rights and a cornerstone of comprehensive development, gender empowerment 

increases women's participation in political leadership and policy-making processes, which is 

critical to the social, cultural, political and economic development of the economy (United 

Nations, 2018). As an integral part of gender empowerment, economic empowerment refers to the 

ability to contribute to the growth process in a way that recognizes the value of women's 

contributions, affirms their efforts, and distributes wealth equitably to improve women's access to 

economic resources (OECD, 2011). Swain and Wallentin (2009) confirm that economic factors 

have significant influence on women empowerment. Gender empowerment promotes women's 

economic, social and political voice and gives women more control over their lives and role in the 

economy, thus expanding women's financial inclusion. 

 

Although great efforts have been made in most countries to eliminate the inequality between men 

and women in financial inclusion, there remains a wide gender gap in accessing financial service, 

especially in emerging economies (Garcia, 2019). 72% of men have a bank account compared to 

65% of women. This 7 percentage point gender gap remained the same in 2014 and 2011. 

Similarly, developing economies face a much larger but equally consistent gender gap of 9 

percentage points (Demirguc-Kunt, 2018). With the global spread of gender equality, more 

research has focused on financial inclusion in emerging economies (Siddik, 2017). For example, 

in Algeria, there are 56% of men own a bank account, compared with 29% of women. The rates 

and the huge gender gap with bank account ownership are similar in countries like Burkina Faso, 
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Jordan, Kazakhstan, Jamaica, Mozambique, Nigeria, and Peru. In order to achieve female-

participated account ownership in these economies, efforts are needed to prioritize female financial 

inclusion (Demirguc-Kunt, 2018). In terms of owning an account at a financial institution or 

through a e-finance platfrom, which is the first and basic measurement of financial inclusion, there 

are 56 percent of 1.7 billion unbanked adults are women (Demirguc-Kunt, 2018).  

 

An increasing number of studies address gender empowerment barriers for the expansion of 

financial inclusion in specific developing countries (Weill, 2016). For instance, in Comoros 

evidence shows that barriers impede access to financial services for underserved disadvantaged 

women in Islam (Ali, 2019). Ali (2019) notes that people in the Comoros either lack money or 

lack knowledge about financial services, making it difficult for them to escape from poverty. 

Nanziri (2016) investigates financial inclusion associated with the gender gap in South Africa, 

noting that although there were no significant differences in economic well-being of women and 

men financially included, women mainly use informal commercial transactional products and 

financial mechanisms where women's rights are not protected, while men have lower loan 

eligibility and higher credit lines, and mainly use format credit, insurance products. Research in 

rural Paraguay shows that when women have greater control of household assets and are not 

limited by their husbands from taking loans, they know more about financial institutions and loan 

requirements (Fletschner and Mesbah, 2011). In addition, compared to men, lowering barriers to 

women’s access to financial services has a larger impact on poverty reduction and economic 

growth promotion. Therefore, retaining these barriers may result in slower social and cultural 

development, severe stereotype and antiquated ideas, and loss of potential macroeconomic gains 

(Narain, 2009). 
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Numerous accounts explore the reasons behind the barriers to women’s financial inclusion. For 

example, discrimination under law or culture may limit women's financial inclusion by preventing 

them from signing contracts in their own name and opening bank accounts (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 

2013). Holloway et al., (2017) point out that also, in some developing countries gender stereotypes 

affect women's access to a voice and the degree of autonomy in the public sphere women have in 

managing their own income streams. Women’s access to bank accounts, funds, and loans may be 

limited by restrictions on their social mobility and interactions outside home, and particularly the 

discourse power of male-dominant restrictions. In addition, gender stereotypes within the family 

also play a role in women's financial inclusion, limiting their control of income and expenditure 

(Johnson, 2004). Previous literature has highlighted the social significance of women's access to 

economic equality and its role as a source of providing a balanced and well-circulated political-

economic-cultural power structure (Cheston and Kuhn, 2002). 

 

Based on the previous studies and empirical analysis, I choose indicators in three areas to evaluate 

gender empowerment: social power, economic power, and legal power.    

 

In addition, I stipulate that the ownership of bank accounts represents a crucial indicator of 

women’s financial inclusion. The Global Findex (2016) points out that a bank account provides a 

secure and reliable channel to deposit, pay, and get loans, while providing security and better 

tracking of money flow to control over household expenses. Nonetheless, financial inclusion is 

more than just ownership of a bank account. Women need access to a much broader range of 

financial services such as commercial transactions, loans eligibility, credit lines and insurance 
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products. Therefore, access to credit is another important indicator for women financial inclusion 

(IFC, 2011). 

 

Much of the literature on the gender gap in financial inclusion was focused on entrepreneurial 

activities. In contrast, my research is based on small but growing literature, focusing on household 

and individual participating in a broad range of financial activities and financial inclusion. 
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Conceptual Framework 

I conduct a cross-country analysis to examine the effect of gender empowerment on female 

financial inclusion, controlling for country and year characteristics. Based on the previous 

literature, I choose three indicators to measure female financial inclusion: 1) Access to a bank 

account; 2) making or receiving payments in the last year; and 3) owning a credit card. I estimate 

a country-level model under the control of control variables, year fixed effect and region fixed 

effect as follows: 

 

Ym = ß0 + ß1 (Gender Empowerment)m + ß2 (Controls) + ß3 (Region) + ß4 (Year) + e 
 

 
In this equation, Ym refers to a measurement of female financial inclusion (access to a bank 

account; making or receiving payments in the last year; owning a credit card). (Gender 

Empowerment)m is defined as a series of measurements to estimate the extent of the country’s 

female power and gender equality. (Region) is a vector of region-fixed-effect, and (Year) is a 

vector of year-fixed-effect. e is an error term. 
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Data Description 

Dependent Variable – Female Financial Inclusion 

For my dependent variable, I use data from the Global Financial Inclusion Database 2017 (Global 

Findex Database 2017), which is the world’s most comprehensive dataset covering how adults in 

more than 140 economies save, get loans, manage money flows, make payments, and reduce their 

exposure to risk. “This country-level data is collected through nationally representative surveys 

of more than 150,000 adults age 15 and above in over 140 economies and 7 regions4” (Demirguc-

Kunt et al., 2017, p. XV).  

 

The general index has been published every three years since 2011. Compared to its previous 

versions, Global Findex 2011 and Global Findex 2014, the Global Findex (2017) database includes 

“indicators on access to and use of formal and informal financial services. It also adds new data 

on the use of financial technology (fintech), including the use of mobile phones and the internet to 

conduct financial transactions5” (p. XV), which are all good measurements of female financial 

inclusion. 

 

The World Bank (2018) defines financial inclusion as “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.”6 The 

 
4 Demirguc-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D., Ansar, S., & Hess, J. (2018). The Global Findex Database 2017: 
Measuring financial inclusion and the fintech revolution. The World Bank. p. XV. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1259-0 
5 Demirguc-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D., Ansar, S., & Hess, J. (2018). The Global Findex Database 2017: 
Measuring financial inclusion and the fintech revolution. The World Bank. p. XV. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1259-0 
6 The World Bank. 2018. “Financial Inclusion Overview” October, 02, 2018. Retrieved from 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview 
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first step of financial inclusion is to have a bank account, but broader financial inclusion means 

having access to a transaction account and moving from access to an account to account usage 

(The World Bank, 2019). Moreover, most financially included people sometimes borrow money 

for buying a house, paying school fees, or seeing a doctor for health problems. They may take 

loans for these purposes from formal financial institutions, such as banks or microfinance 

institutions. This is where the importance of the credit card comes into play. Thus, as noted above, 

I plan to use three indicators to measure female financial inclusion participation: 1) access to a 

bank account; 2) making or receiving digital payments in the last year; 3) owning a credit card. 

 

Account Ownership 

Global Findex defines account ownership as adults aged 15+ having an account at bank or other 

financial institution with or without someone else or using a mobile bank service. Figure 1 shows 

the differences in account ownership among different gender and income groups. The figure shows 

that account ownership varies greatly in terms of gender and income distribution. In general, more 

men than women own accounts, and the gender differences in account ownership are smaller in 

high-income countries than in middle-income and low-income countries, and they tend to be 

largest in low-income countries. Globally, in 2017, 69% of people own an account; 72% of males 

owned accounts, while only 65% of females did, and the 7 percent gap had not changed since 

2011. The difference in account ownership between men and women in high-income countries has 

been decreasing year by year, reaching a virtual parity in 2017.  
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Figure 1: Account Ownership by Income and Gender (% of Age 15+) 

 
Figure 2 shows the account ownership status in different regions. The percentage of owned 

accounts has been increasing year by year in almost all regions, with North America’s 

percentage remaining the highest, achieving 94% in 2017, and Sub-Saharan Africa remaining the 

lowest, reaching 43% in 2017. South Asia had the largest increase in account ownership from 

2014 to 2017, achieving a 23% jump. 

 

 
Figure 2: Account Ownership by Regions (% of Age 15+) 
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Digital Payments Made or Received in the Last Year 

Global Findex 2017 describes digital payments as using electronic money, cell phones or credit 

and debit cards to make transfers or purchases from accounts. In 2017, globally, 52% adults 

reported making or receiving digital payments in the last year; and 56 percent of males and 49 

percent of females reported doing so. High-income countries had achieved virtually universal 

digital payments use in 2017. Figure 3 shows the differences in use of digital payments by gender 

and region in 2014 and 2017. The figure shows that the gender gap has growing in all countries, 

but there is a greater and still growing gender gap in lower-income countries. For lower-income 

countries, compared to 2014, in 2017, the number of males reporting making or receiving digital 

payments increased by 13 percentage points, while the number of females increased by only 8 

percentage points. 

 
Figure 3: Made or Received Digital Payments in the Last Year (% of Age 15+) 

 
Credit Card Ownership 

Globally, in 2017, 18 percent adults reported owning credit card, and 20 percent of male reported 

while 17 percent of female reported owning. The 3-percentage-points gender gap remains 

consistent in 2011 and 2014. In 2011, three regions exceeded the world average for credit card 
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coverage, namely North America (63%), Europe & Central Asia (27%), and Latin America & 

Caribbean (18%). Unlike account ownership and digital payments variables, which show a general 

trend of increase in each region, credit card ownership in each region shows a slight fluctuation or 

even decreasing trend. See Figure 4: Credit Card Ownership by Regions (% of age 15 +). 

 
Figure 4: Credit Card Ownership by Regions (% of Age 15+) 

 
Figure 5 shows the global credit card ownership status among gender and different income groups. 

There are huge credit card ownership differences among high-income countries and middle-

income countries, whereas there are around 50 percent of female and male reporting owning credit 

card, while only 10 percent in middle-income countries did. For high-income countries, the gender 

gap decreases from 8 percentage points to 3 percentage points from 2011 to 2017. 
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Figure 5: Credit Card Ownership by Income and Gender (% of Age 15+) 

 
Explanatory Variables 

This paper uses country-level data to measure gender empowerment. Data for my explanatory 

variables mainly come from World Bank WBL Database, QoG Database and UNDP Human 

Development Report, which contain measurements of female economic, cultural, social, legal and 

political status across 190 countries. Based on the previous literature, my explanatory variables 

are: 1) being the head of the family; 2) having the right to apply for passport; 3) opening a bank 

account; 4) choosing where to live; 5) having divorce rights; 6) having political rights; 7) receiving 

tertiary education; and 8) participating in the labor force. Data for the first five variables come 

from World Bank WBL database and are coded as dummy variables (equal to 1 if the answer is 

Yes and 0 otherwise). Political rights refer to women’s political rights variable from QOG 

Database, encoded as 0 to 3 (0 is an indication of women’s political rights not protected by law, 

while 3 refers to women’s political rights are protected by law and practice).  

Apart from explanatory variables, I choose three control variables that draw data from the QOG 

database to control for a country’s economic development and level of democracy: 1) GDP per 
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capita; 2) GDP per capita annual growth; and 3) revised combined polity score. The revised score 

ranges from -10 (strongly autocratic) to 10 (strongly democratic). 
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Empirical Results 

I use multivariate regression analysis with time fixed effects and region fixed effects to explore 

the influence of gender empowerment on women's financial inclusion including women’s access 

to and use of financial accounts, their use of digital payments, and their ownership of credit card. 

Firstly, I review the data for dependent variables and found that data on digital payments are only 

available in 2014 and 2017. Thus, I limit all the data in 2014 and 2017.  

 

Secondly, I conduct two different types of regressions, using eight explanatory variables (to 

measure women’s status in family, society, education, economy, and labor market) and three 

control variables (to control for a country’s economy, economic growth, and degree of democracy 

level). Tables presented at the end of the my thesis text present the regression results. Table 1, 

Table 2, Table 4, Table 5, Table 7, and Table 8 include the baseline models I estimate in order to 

choose the most appropriate model. Table 3, Table 6, and Table 9, also at the end of the text, 

represent the regression results for each explanatory variable’s effect on women's financial 

inclusion independently under the time fixed effects and country fixed effects, based on the most 

appropriate model.  

 

The OLS regression results of the account ownership variable in Table 1 and Table 2 indicate the 

need to control for time fixed effects and country fixed effects. Therefore, I examine the impact of 

the eight independent variables on my three dependent variables respectively, under the control of 

control variables, year fixed effects, and country fixed effects. The results are shown in Table 3, 

Table 6, and Table 9. 
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The coefficients on all my independent variables, except women applying for passport in the same 

way as men, women being able to choose where to live, and women obtaining a judgment of 

divorce, are statistically significant in relation to at least one of the three dependent variables 

(account ownership, making digital payments, and owning a credit card). This is basically in line 

with my hypothesis, which is that women's social status, the ethos of social equality and inclusion, 

the pursuit of higher education opportunities, economic independence, family status, and political 

empowerment will increase women's demand for inclusive financial tools, and thus enhance 

female financial inclusion. 

 

Being the Head of a Household 

Table 3, Table 6, and Table 9 indicate that in countries where women can be the heads, their 

financial inclusion increases. This may be because a country where women can be the head of the 

family means that they have a relatively equal voice, and the entire social atmosphere tends to have 

an equitable gender perspective. In such an atmosphere, women will take control of their own and 

even their family’s finances. 

 

Female Tertiary School Enrollment 

A woman's access to higher education speaks to the status of women in society. Table 2, Table 4, 

and Table 6 show that the increase of female tertiary school enrollment will increase female 

participation in owning a bank account, making digital transfer, and owning a credit card. This 

supports my hypothesis that education will empower women’s access to and use of financial tools, 

thus expanding their involvement in financial inclusion. 
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Female Labor Force Participation Rate 

Table 3, Table 6, and Table 9 show that the increasing rate of female labor force participation has 

a positive impact on female financial inclusion. This might be because 1) employers open accounts 

for employees to receive digital payments; 2) today's developed online platforms provide working 

women with more convenient and faster shopping options; 3) women in the workplace earning 

their own income have more demand for inclusive financial tools; and 4) working women have a 

higher financial payment capacity and thus an incentive to achieve greater financial literacy. 

 

Opening a Bank Account in the Same Way as Male 

Table 3, Table 6, and Table 9 indicate that countries where woman can open bank accounts in the 

same way as man, have higher female account ownership and digital transfer. This also supports 

my hypothesis that women with relatively equal economic status have higher demand for and 

control of basic financial inclusion tools such as bank accounts and electronic transfers. 

 

Women Political Leadership 

Table 7 shows that credit card ownership increases in countries where women are politically 

empowered. This is probably because in countries where women are politically empowered, the 

environment for women is relatively inclusive and liberal, giving women more opportunities and 

channels to speak out and more confidence and freedom to make decisions, thus allowing women 

to win a seat at the political table. It also allows women to be more aware of their financial needs 

and to have a better ability to take financial risks and to repay financial debts.         
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I found no statistically significant relationships between my three indicators of financial inclusion 

and women applying for passport in the same way as men, women being able to choose where to 

live, and women obtaining a judgment of divorce. 
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Policy Implication 

To help women gain better access to, and use financial inclusion products and services, 

policymakers should develop both short-term and long-term policies in three areas: 1) developing 

financial inclusion infrastructure; 2) providing female financial literacy education; and 3) 

empowering women. 

 

Empowering Women 

Gender discrimination puts women at a disadvantage in financial inclusion. At the same time, 

women face other barriers such as identity, collateral requirements, credit history, and proof of 

income. Policymakers at both the national and institutional levels should push for legislative and 

regulatory reforms to eliminate gender discrimination and broaden financial inclusion. Many 

women lose confidence and enthusiasm for financial inclusion because they are exposed to 

domestic violence, business fraud, and financial scams, and there is not a robust legal system to 

protect them from these risks. Eliminating gender discrimination at the household level is 

challenging, because such discriminations can stem from long-standing family traditions, local 

stereotypes, and religious affiliations. 

  

The global community should make interventions to encourage women’s participation and 

leadership. The increasing proportions of women at the management level and on board of 

directors of financial institutions and in other fields will help expand female financial inclusion. 

For example, for financial inclusion institutions, women in high-level positions will empathize 

with the dilemmas and barriers women face, and understand women's struggles and needs, and 

thus develop policies that better motivate women to participate and design more female-friendly 



  

 23 

financial inclusion products. In addition, women's demonstrated leadership in all areas can make 

society aware of women's abilities and determination, and inspire other women to be brave and to 

take control of their lives, thus reversing stereotypical gender bias and advancing the process of 

gender equality. At the same time, policy-makers must consider the ethical question of whether or 

not to ignore gender inequality ideas as a family tradition and to interfere excessively in family 

affairs. 

 

Developing Financial Inclusion Infrastructure 

The financial inclusion infrastructure consists of two parts, one for inclusive financial institutions 

and one for inclusive financial tools that exploit the technology and convenience of modern 

internet development. The number and density of inclusive financial institutions, such as bank 

agencies, ATMs, and branches, is one of the crucial conditions of financial inclusion. Bank 

branches should support access to a full range of financial products and services such as account 

opening, repayment, and deposit of money. The prevalence of mobile devices and the internet 

provide new channels and tools for adults to access and use financial products and services. Mobile 

money payments, for example, offer adults in remote areas the possibility of large-scale services, 

reducing reliance on large numbers of people, as well as compensating for and balancing the low 

number and density of inclusive financial institutions in rural areas. Both institutions and software 

are essential, since institutions compensate for the inability of older women in remote areas to use 

the software, while software meets younger women’s need for "security, convenience, and 

privacy”. Therefore, to increase female financial inclusion there should be incentive schemes for 

banks to develop financial products tailored to women’s needs and made broadly accessible.  
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Simplifying bank account opening and maintaining procedures is another approach to developing 

financial inclusion infrastructure. Barriers to women's access to and use of bank accounts may be 

related to the high costs associated with opening and maintaining an account and the complex 

process of setting up and using an account (Holloway, 2017). Providing simplified, low-cost access 

and maintenance of bank accounts is one way to reduce barriers to entry and increase women's 

account ownership, thereby increasing women's financial inclusion. Holloway (2017), in a study 

in Chile, found that when individuals (91 percent of whom were women) were in the short term, 

randomly assigned to receive free savings accounts, debt fell by 20 percent, and nearly 70 percent 

of women in the sample chose to continue using the free accounts after the experiment ended. 

Similarly, in Nepal, researchers studied the popularity of easily accessible free accounts offered to 

women living in slums, with about 84 percent of these women opening accounts (Cabeza-García, 

2019). The family status and economic situation of women in less economically developed areas 

do not allow them to spend extra money on opening and maintaining a bank account. Therefore, a 

cost-effective, easy-to-use, and easy-to-maintain bank account could increase female account 

ownership, thereby expanding female financial inclusion. 

 

Providing Females with Financial Literacy Education and Financial Inclusion Tools Use Training 

Targeted female financial literacy education and financial inclusion instrument use training may 

be needed to ensure financial inclusion for all women, especially those living in economic-

disadvantaged areas. Compared to homemakers, full-time employed women are 18% more 

competent at basic financial tasks. The gap is even more significant in complex financial tasks 

such as financial transactions at 38 percentage points (Schaner, 2020; Lusardi, 2011). This 

disparity is likely to affect financial inclusion, especially for newer innovations such as card-based 
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and app-based e-finance products. One way to address this competency gap is literacy education 

and tools use training, as well as targeting opportunities for housewives to build mobile and 

computer skills. 

           

There is a deep-rooted bias in the financial inclusion system and products that excludes women. 

Since the financial inclusion system is male-dominated, and the tools are male-oriented and 

designed by male mindsets, the whole system and products ignore women's participation, their 

life-stages, and their needs. Information asymmetry creates barriers to women participating in the 

design and use the products. In order to increase women's participation in financial inclusion and 

use of financial inclusion tools, identifying their needs is essential.  
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Conclusion and Limitation 

Financial inclusion has become a topic of increasing interest to researchers, policymakers, and 

financial sector stakeholders. Women's financial inclusion can lead to better outcomes for 

children's education, resource allocation to households, and the creation of more inclusive and 

harmonious communities (Duflo 2003). One reason behind women facing greater financial 

exclusion can be interpreted by the lack of women empowerment (OECD, 2013). Moreover, 

improving the financial inclusion of women is particularly important since women 

disproportionately suffer from poverty due to gender inequality, unequal division of labor, and 

lack of control over economic resources (United Nations, 2015). In addition, women often face 

limitations in education opportunity, employment outside of the homes, asset and land ownership, 

asset heritage, and control over their economic situation in general (Holloway, 2017). Therefore, 

women need more finance to reap the benefits from financial market development. 

 

This paper explores the effect of gender empowerment on female participation in financial markets 

and the level of financial inclusion. Using data from The Global Findex 2017, The World Bank 

Women, Business and Law, and QoG Database, the results of my empirical model indicate that 

women’s higher social and family status, where women are better educated, more actively involved 

in the labor market, and politically empowered are predicting on how well women are financially 

included. Insofar, the findings of my analyses underscore the importance and necessity of gender 

empowerment for expanding women's participation in financial inclusion.  

 

At the same time, my research also has several limitations that could be overcome in future 

research.  Firstly, my empirical model is based on potentially biased independent variable 
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selection. Gender empowerment is a broad, abstract, and vague concept, and it is difficult to have 

a specific criterion to define what variables can be selected as being able to measure gender 

empowerment. Secondly, my research has been limited by the possible non-representativeness of 

my dependent variable. My choice of dependent variables was inspired by Cabeza-García's (2019), 

who noted  that bank account access, credit access and payment methods are three main indicators 

for financial inclusion measurement. The Global Findex 2017 database only provides data for 

2011, 2014, 2017, and data for my digital payments variable are only available for 2014 and 2017. 

Since data payment represents a very common payment method today with high internet 

penetration and the importance of measuring financial inclusion, I keep the variable and limit the 

data on all variables to 2014 and 2017. The third point, which has to do with data acquisition,  is 

that measures of women's empowerment assume that women are involved only in heterosexual, 

married, or cohabiting relationships. Measuring and monitoring the empowerment of women who 

do not fall into these observed categories remains an important area for future research  in order to 

obtain more comprehensive data and a more inclusive perspective (Miedema, 2018). Moreover, 

most surveys of women's empowerment are primarily geared toward women, but research has 

found that there are significant differences between husbands’ reports and wives’ in regards to 

women empowerment. This analysis utilizes only women's reports of their empowerment 

(Ghuman et al., 2006). Future research could attempt to overcome the limitations of this paper by 

focusing on a wider selection of variables and expanding the survey to include the views of married 

women's husbands, homosexual women, and unmarried women on a number of women's rights 

issues. 
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To achieve more financial inclusion among women, the global community is supposed to 

implement interventions in developing financial inclusion infrastructure, simplifying bank account 

opening and maintaining procedures, providing females with financial literacy education and 

financial inclusion tools use training, and empowering women including establishing laws on the 

elimination of gender discrimination and encouraging women’s participation and leadership.   

 

Promoting gender equality and empowering women will always be a tough process. Women 

around the world have struggled with injustice and prejudice for too long. Reform is necessary, 

not only to expand women's financial inclusion, but also to protect women’s rights and interests. 
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Table 1: Women’s Political Rights on Account Ownership Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Account Ownership (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Women’s Political Rights 0.291 
(0.13) 

-0.136 
(-0.07) 

-0.309 
(-0.18) 

-0.622 
(-0.37) 

Log GDP    16.07*** 
(13.33) 

GDP Annual Growth    0.102 
(0.39) 

Polity Score    0.383 
(1.40) 

Year Fixed Effects NO YES YES YES 
Region Fixed Effects NO NO YES YES 
Observations 275 275 265 265 
Notes: T statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 2: Female Tertiary School Enrollment on Account Ownership Baseline Model 

 
  

Dependent Variable: Account Ownership (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Female Tertiary School Enrollment 0.684*** 

(12.62) 
0.651*** 
(11.88) 

0.451*** 
(4.96) 

0.202** 
(3.23) 

Log GDP    16.72*** 
(11.69) 

GDP Annual Growth    1.130* 
(2.26) 

Polity Score    0.367 
(1.16) 

Constant 23.58*** 
(7.31) 

23.51*** 
(7.05) 

34.59*** 
(5.00) 

-98.32*** 
(-7.86) 

Year Fixed Effects NO YES YES YES 
Region Fixed Effects NO NO YES YES 
Observations 189 189 189 187 
Notes:  T statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 3: Variable Expansion of Account Ownership Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Account Ownership (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 
Being the Head/House of the 
Family 

9.356*** 
(3.33) 

       

Applying for Passport  4.570 
(1.53) 

      

Opening a Bank Account   11.26** 
(2.22) 

 

     

Choosing Where to Live    3.509 
(1.20) 

    

Obtaining a Judgement of 
Divorce 

    2.893 
(0.87) 

   

Women’s Political Rights      -0.622 
(-0.37) 

  

Female Tertiary School 
Enrollment 
 

      0.202*** 
(3.23) 

 

Labor Force Participation Rate        0.286*** 
(3.01) 

Constant -84.75*** 
(-7.57) 

-85.43*** 
(-7.26) 

-83.10*** 
(-6.92) 

-91.80*** 
(-7.30) 

-82.15*** 
(-6.82) 

-79.90*** 
(-6.77) 

-98.32*** 
(-7.86) 

98.62*** 
(-7.13) 

Observations 265 265 265 265 265 265 187 237 

Notes:  T statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 4: Women’s Political Rights on Digital Payments Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Making or Receiving Digital Payments Last Year (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Women’s Political Rights 2.042 

(0.77) 
0.0814 
(0.05) 

-0.144 
(-0.09) 

-0.454 
(-0.27) 

Log GDP    14.37*** 
(13.14) 

GDP Annual Growth    0.145 
(0.56) 

Polity Score    0.251 
(0.92) 

Constant 40.48*** 
(7.12) 

39.07*** 
(8.85) 

36.93*** 
(4.31) 

-85.34*** 
(-8.10) 

Year Fixed Effects NO YES YES YES 
Region Fixed Effects NO NO YES YES 
Observations 275 275 275 265 
Notes:  t statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 5: Female Tertiary School Enrollment on Digital Payments Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Making or Receiving Digital Payments Last Year (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Female Tertiary School 
Enrollment 

0.729*** 
�12.51� 

0.673*** 
�11.70� 

0.409*** 
�4.63� 

0.162** 
�2.16� 

Log GDP    14.38*** 
(8.98) 

GDP Annual Growth    0.868* 
(2.02) 

Polity Score    0.238 
(0.78) 

Constant 10.91*** 
(3.55) 

9.476** 
(3.21) 

14.69* 
(2.40) 

-97.70*** 
(-7.35) 

Year Fixed Effects NO YES YES YES 
Region Fixed Effects NO NO YES YES 
Observations 189 189 189 187 
Notes:  t statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 6: Variable Expansion of Digital Payments Baseline Model 

Dependent Variable:  Making or Receiving Digital Payments Last Year (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Being the Head/House of 
the Family 

6.914** 
(2.37) 

       

Applying for Passport  3.173 
(1.11) 

      

Opening a Bank Account   8.514* 
(1.78) 

     

Choosing Where to Live    -0.684 
(-0.25) 

    

Obtaining a Judgement of 
Divorce 

    0.131 
(0.05) 

   

Women’s Political Rights      -0.454 
(-0.27) 

  

Female Tertiary School 
Enrollment 
 

      0.162** 
(2.16) 

 

Labor Force Participation 
Rate 
 

       0.321*** 
(4.09) 

Constant 23.38*** 
(8.21) 

26.78*** 
(8.89) 

16.30*** 
(4.04) 

25.14*** 
(8.98) 

28.23*** 
(10.02) 

10.26 
(1.32) 

11.23*** 
(4.10) 

32.83*** 
(5.09) 

Observations 265 265 265 265 265 265 187 237 
Notes:  t statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 7: Women’s Political Rights on Credit Card Ownership Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Credit Card Ownership (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Women’s Political Rights 1.806* 

(2.30) 
1.827** 
(2.81) 

1.615** 
(2.55) 

1.547** 
(2.17) 

Log GDP     
GDP Annual Growth     
Polity Score     
Constant 12.31*** 

(6.36) 
11.44*** 

(6.42) 
8.425 
(1.69) 

-50.86*** 
(-7.06) 

Year Fixed Effects NO YES YES YES 
Region Fixed Effects NO NO YES YES 
Observations 275 275 275 265 
Notes:  t statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 8: Female Tertiary School Enrollment on Credit Card Ownership Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Credit Card Ownership (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Female Tertiary School Enrollment 0.314*** 

(6.30) 
0.282*** 

(5.43) 
0.0638 
(1.00) 

-0.0445 
(-0.82) 

Log GDP    8.575*** 
�6.41� 

GDP Annual Growth    -0.247 
�-1.25� 

Polity Score    -0.0722 
�-0.58� 

Constant 2.025 
(1.00) 

3.198 
(1.47) 

5.035 
(1.31) 

-60.19*** 
�-6.45� 

Year Fixed Effects NO YES YES YES 
Region Fixed Effects NO NO YES YES 
Observations 189 189 189 187 
Notes:  T statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Table 9: Variable Expansion of Credit Card Ownership Baseline Model 
Dependent Variable: Credit Card Ownership  (female, % of age 15+) 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 
Being the Head/House of 
the Family 

-0.210 
�-0.23� 

       

Applying for Passport  0.400 
�0.36�                                                                                                                            

      

Opening a Bank Account   -0.990 
�-1.32� 

     

Choosing Where to Live    1.063 
�0.29� 

    

Obtaining a Judgement of 
Divorce 

    -1.465 
�-0.92� 

   

Women’s Political Rights      1.547** 
�2.17� 

  

Female Tertiary School 
Enrollment 

      -0.445 
�-0.82� 

 

Labor Force Participation 
Rate 

       0.184*** 
�3.23� 

Constant -48.83*** 
�-7.04� 

-49.35*** 
�-7.04� 

-48.20*** 
�-6.94� 

-49.96*** 
�-6.67� 

-48.09*** 
�-6.73� 

-50.86*** 
(-7.06) 

-60.19*** 
�-6.45� 

-60.15*** 
(-6.75� 

Observations 265 265 265 265 265 265 187 237 
Notes:  t statistics in parentheses; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Appendix: Supplemental Tables 

Table A1: Summary Statistics of Gender Empowerment Variables 
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Panel A: WBL Variables 
Can a woman be head of 
household or head of 
family in the same way as 
a man? 

398 0.8141 0.3895 0 1 

Can a woman apply for a 
passport in the same way 
as a man? 

398 0.7739 0.4189 0 1 

Can a  woman open a 
bank account in the same 
way as a man? 

398 0.9598 0.1967 0 1 

Can a woman  choose 
where to live in the same 
way as a man? 

398 0.7839 0.4121 0 1 

Can a woman obtain a 
judgment of divorce in the 
same way as a man? 

398 0.7362 0.4413 0 1 

Panel B: QoG Variables 
Women's Political Rights 371 2.0997 0.5335 0 3 
School enrollment, 
tertiary, female (% gross) 219 50.6628 32.5314 1.1284 136.9972 

Panel C: UNDP HDR Variables 
Labor force participation 
rate (% age 15 and older), 
female 

320 51.8993 15.1294 11.3 84.7 
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Table A2: Summary Statistics of Control Variables 
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 
Panel A: QoG Variables 
Log GDP per capita 401 14275.46 19182.27 212.5474 107865.3 
GDP per capita annual 
growth 

404 1.9309 3.730982 -27.7843 25.0590 

Revised Combined Polity 
Score 

324 4.3179 5.971619 -10 10 
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Table A3: Variable Definitions and Data Sources 
Variable Name Definition Source 

A. Country-Level Measures of Financial Inclusion 
Account Dummy that takes the value of 1 if reported 

as having an account and 0 otherwise. “The 
percentage of respondents who 1) report 
having an account by themselves or 
together with someone else at a bank or 2) 
another type of financial institution or 
report personally using a mobile money 
service in the past 12 months (female, % of 
age 15+)” (Global Findex, 2017) 

 

Global Findex 2017 

Payments Dummy that takes the value of 1 if reported 
as making or receiving digital payments last 
year and 0 otherwise. “The percentage of 
respondents who report 1) using mobile 
money, a debit or credit card, or a mobile 
phone to make a payment from an account, 
or 2) report using the internet to pay bills or 
to buy something online, in the past 12 
months. It also includes respondents who 
report 3) paying bills, sending or 4) 
receiving remittances, 5) receiving 
payments for agricultural products, 6) 
receiving government transfers, receiving 
wages, or 7) receiving a public sector 
pension directly from or into a financial 
institution account or through a mobile 
money account in the past 12 months, 
female (% age 15+)” (Global Findex, 2017) 

Global Findex 2017 

Credit Dummy that takes the value of 1 if reported 
as owning credit card and 0 otherwise. The 
percentage of respondents who report 
having a credit card, female (% age 15+) 
(Global Findex, 2017) 

Global Findex 2017 

B. Country-Level Measures of Gender Empowerment 

Head Dummy that takes the value of 1 if a woman 
can be head of household or head of family 
in the same way as a man and 0 otherwise. 

World Bank WBL 

Passport Dummy that takes the value of 1 if a woman 
can apply for a passport in the same way as 
a man and 0 otherwise. 

World Bank WBL 

Live Dummy that takes the value of 1 if  a 
woman  choose where to live in the same 
way as a man and 0 otherwise. 

World Bank WBL 
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Bank Dummy that takes the value of 1 if a  
woman can open a bank account in the same 
way as a man and 0 otherwise. 

World Bank WBL 

Divorce Dummy that takes the value of 1 if a woman 
can obtain a judgment of divorce in the 
same way as a man and 0 otherwise 

World Bank WBL 

Political  Women Political Empowerment Index 
scaled from 0 to 3; A score of 0 indicates that 
women's political rights were not guaranteed 
by law during a given year. A score of 1 
indicates that women's political rights are 
guaranteed in law but severely compromised 
in practice. a score of 2 indicates that 
women's political rights are guaranteed in 
law but still moderately compromised in 
practice. a score of 3 indicates that women's 
political rights are guaranteed in law but 
moderately compromised in practice. 
Finally, a score of 3 indicates that women's 
political rights are guaranteed in law and in 
practice. 

QoG 

Tertiary School enrollment, tertiary, female (% 
gross) QoG 

Labor Labor force participation rate (% ages 15 
and older), female; “Proportion of the 
working-age population (ages 15 and older) 
that engages in the labor market, either by 
working or actively looking for work.” 
(UNDP, 2020) 

UNDP HDR 

C. Control Variables 
GDP  Log of Gross National Product  per capita 

(constant 2010 US$) 
World Bank Open 
Data 

GDP Annual Gross National Product per capita annual 
growth  

World Bank Open 
Data 

Polity Revised Combined Polity Score; The polity 
scale ranges from +10 (strongly democratic) 
to -10 (strongly autocratic) 

QoG 
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