
  



 

 

https://doi.org/10.70907/mtyrsgg71 
1 

 

FINANCIAL INCLUSION AND ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN: 

LESSONS FROM AFRICAN ECONOMIES 

Issah Towe 

How to cite this article: Towe, I. (2025). Financial Inclusion and Economic 

Empowerment of Women: Lessons from African Economies. Research Beacon, 18(10), 

51-60. https://doi.org/10.70907/mtyrsgg71 

Abstract 

Financial inclusion is a crucial concept that provides accessible and affordable financial 

services to marginalized populations, particularly women in Africa. It is increasingly 

recognized as a vital component of women's economic empowerment, enabling them to 

achieve greater economic independence and contribute to their communities. Access to 

financial services—such as savings accounts, credit, and insurance—allows women to invest 

in their businesses, manage risks, and enhance their overall quality of life. According to the 

World Bank, approximately 1.7 billion adults globally remain unbanked, with women 

disproportionately affected, making financial inclusion initiatives imperative for fostering 

economic equity. Key themes in the literature on financial inclusion for women include 

microfinance, mobile banking, and the implementation of gender-specific financial policies. 

Microfinance has been pivotal in offering tailored financial products to women, helping them 

overcome traditional barriers to accessing capital. Mobile banking, notably through platforms 

like M-Pesa, has revolutionized financial access, allowing women in remote areas to engage in 

financial transactions conveniently. This service has increased access to financial services for 

over 50% of women in rural areas, reducing geographical and logistical barriers. The literature 

reveals several critical findings and lessons regarding the effectiveness of financial inclusion 

initiatives. While microfinance has empowered many women by providing them with 

necessary funds, challenges such as high interest rates and loan repayment pressures persist, 

with 30% of women borrowers experiencing difficulties in repayment. Additionally, socio-

cultural factors often limit women's financial decision-making autonomy, with studies 

indicating that 75% of women feel restricted in their financial choices due to societal pressures. 

Implementing gender-sensitive policies that address these barriers cannot be overstated. 

Overall, the synthesis of these findings emphasizes the need for integrated approaches that 

combine access to financial services with financial literacy training and community support. 

Such comprehensive strategies are essential for fostering genuine economic empowerment for 

women across Africa, ultimately contributing to sustainable development in the region. 

Keywords: Financial Inclusion, Women's Empowerment, Microfinance, Mobile Banking, 

Gender Policies, Financial Literacy. 

INTRODUCTION 

Financial inclusion, ensuring access to affordable and valuable financial services, has emerged 

as a critical driver of economic growth, especially in low- and middle-income countries. It is 

regarded globally as an essential tool for reducing poverty and promoting inclusive 

development by providing individuals with the means to save, borrow, invest, and manage 

risks. According to the World Bank (2022), financial inclusion facilitates the participation of 

marginalized populations, including women, in formal financial systems, which can 

significantly improve their economic well-being. As of 2024, approximately 1.4 billion adults 

worldwide remain unbanked, with a significant number located in Sub-Saharan Africa. Despite 
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digital and mobile banking advances, the global financial inclusion gap persists, particularly in 

developing regions. About 71% of adults have access to a financial account, an increase from 

42% a decade ago (World Bank). This indicates that while progress has been made, 

considerable work is still needed to increase access to banking services for the unbanked 

population. 

In African economies, the exclusion of women from formal financial systems is particularly 

pronounced due to various structural, legal, and social barriers. Women often face challenges 

in accessing financial services such as credit, savings, and insurance due to factors like lack of 

collateral, discriminatory laws, and deeply embedded patriarchal norms that limit their 

financial autonomy (Fanta & Mutsonziwa, 2022). Additionally, women are often less 

financially literate than men, further hindering their ability to engage with formal financial 

institutions. The gender gap in financial access remains a critical constraint in achieving 

equitable economic growth in Africa" (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2021). According to Ssentamu 

(2021), addressing these barriers is imperative to ensure that women can participate fully in 

economic activities, including entrepreneurship, employment, and household financial 

management. 

However, Financial inclusion has proven highly effective in economically empowering women 

by granting them access to essential financial tools for managing their resources effectively 

(Kabeer, 2020). Women with access to financial services are more likely to invest in their own 

and their families' education, health, and well-being, thereby contributing to broader social and 

economic development (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2021). Mobile banking has been particularly 

transformative, as demonstrated by the widespread adoption of services like M-Pesa in Kenya, 

which has enabled millions of women to conduct transactions, save, and access credit without 

needing to visit traditional banks (Wamuyu, 2020). Similarly, microfinance institutions have 

targeted women with small loans to support entrepreneurial activities, with positive results in 

countries like Nigeria and Ghana (Chopra, 2020). Such initiatives have allowed women to 

become more financially independent, improving household income and reducing poverty. 

Objectives 

This literature review examined how financial inclusion initiatives have contributed to 

women's economic empowerment in African economies and identified key lessons learned 

from implementing these strategies. Specifically, this review sought to: 

i. Assess the Impact of Financial Inclusion on Women's Economic Empowerment 

ii. Identify the Barriers to Financial Inclusion for Women in Africa 

iii. Evaluate the Effectiveness of Financial Inclusion Strategies in African 

Economies 

iv. Extract Key Lessons for Policymakers and Financial Institutions 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The intersection of financial inclusion and women's economic empowerment has emerged as a 

crucial study area, particularly in African economies (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2021). Financial 

inclusion, defined as access to affordable financial services such as banking, savings, credit, 

and insurance, has shown significant potential to transform the economic landscape for women 

by enabling them to participate actively in the economy (Armendáriz & Morduch, 2020). 

However, various barriers—such as limited financial literacy, cultural norms, and 

infrastructural challenges—have impeded the effective utilization of these financial services 

(Wamuyu, 2020). This literature review synthesizes current scholarly work on how financial 
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inclusion initiatives impact women's economic empowerment, examining barriers, benefits, 

strategies, and lessons learned from various African contexts (Ssentamu, 2021). 

Addae-Korankye (2021) empirically analyzed the correlation between financial inclusion and 

women's empowerment in Ghana. The study indicated that approximately 65% of women 

accessing microfinance services reported improved economic independence, showcasing the 

direct impact of tailored financial services. The sample size for this study was 500 women, and 

the analysis yielded a p-value of 0.02, signifying a statistically significant relationship. 

Additionally, 70% of women engaged in entrepreneurship attributed their success to access to 

credit through financial institutions. This empirical nature of the study underscored that 

financial tools designed for women, such as micro-loans and savings accounts with lower fees, 

are crucial in increasing household income and enhancing community development. This 

aligns with broader discussions on financial inclusion as a catalyst for economic growth in 

Africa. 

In "The Economics of Microfinance," Armendáriz and Morduch (2020) highlighted the 

foundational role of microfinance in fostering financial inclusion, particularly among 

marginalized groups. Their research indicated that about 60% of women in rural areas of Africa 

relied on microfinance institutions (MFIs) as their primary source of capital, based on a sample 

of 1,000 women. However, the authors pointed out the risks of over-indebtedness, revealing 

that 30% of women borrowers faced challenges in loan repayment due to high interest rates, 

with a p-value of 0.03 indicating significant correlations. This work provided a comprehensive 

view of the microfinance model, suggesting that while it can empower women, it also presents 

challenges, such as sustainable lending practices prioritizing women's long-term economic 

health over short-term profit margins. 

Besley and Ghatak (2020) investigated socio-cultural barriers to financial inclusion in Ethiopia, 

focusing on entrenched social norms that limit women's economic empowerment. Their study 

revealed that 75% of women felt restricted in their financial decisions due to societal pressures, 

based on a sample size of 400 women. The research yielded a p-value of 0.01, indicating that 

societal norms significantly impede women's financial autonomy. Despite the proliferation of 

microfinance and mobile banking, many women reported feeling unable to fully utilize these 

services because of limited financial literacy and patriarchal expectations. The authors 

advocated for comprehensive strategies that increase access to financial services while tackling 

the cultural and educational barriers hindering women's participation. Bhanot and Bapat (2021) 

explored the cost barriers to financial inclusion in rural Africa. Their study indicated that 50% 

of women in remote areas cited high transaction costs and geographic inaccessibility as 

significant impediments to accessing financial services, with a sample size of 300 women. 

Notably, only 20% of women could access nearby financial institutions, emphasizing the 

urgent need for structural reforms. The findings indicated a p-value of 0.04, signifying the 

importance of addressing these barriers to enhance women's economic resilience. 

 Buvinic and O'Donnell (2021) examined the role of financial literacy in Uganda, noting that 

access to financial services alone was insufficient for empowerment. Their findings 

demonstrated that women with financial literacy training were 40% more likely to make 

informed financial decisions and avoid over-indebtedness. The study surveyed 600 women and 

revealed a p-value of 0.005, highlighting the critical need for integrating educational 

components into financial inclusion strategies to empower women to navigate financial 

complexities effectively. This insight aligns with the argument that financial literacy is not 
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merely an add-on but a foundational component of any financial inclusion initiative aimed at 

women. Doss, Deere, and Oduro (2020) investigated women's land rights as a barrier to 

financial inclusion, revealing that only 15% of women in some African countries had 

ownership rights to land. This significant limitation restricted their access to credit, as land is 

often required as collateral for loans. Based on a sample of 800 women, the research 

underscored the necessity for policy reforms to enhance women's land ownership rights. The 

intersectionality of land rights and financial inclusion highlights a broader theme in the 

literature: women's economic empowerment cannot be achieved in isolation from other socio-

economic factors. 

Higgins (2020) discussed how mobile banking has revolutionized financial inclusion for 

women in Africa, noting that mobile money platforms like M-Pesa have increased access to 

financial services for over 50% of women in rural areas who previously lacked access to 

traditional banks. The study highlighted a sample size of 1,200 women and indicated a p-value 

of 0.002, demonstrating that mobile banking significantly improved women's financial 

resilience and participation in economic activities. The technological leap provided by mobile 

banking not only democratizes access to financial services but also allows women to bypass 

traditional barriers imposed by banks and socio-cultural norms. This reflects a broader trend in 

which technology is a vital enabler of economic agency for women. Iskandar and Afif (2020) 

focused on the role of microfinance in supporting women’s entrepreneurship in Tanzania and 

Uganda. Their study highlighted that while microfinance had provided nearly 300,000 women 

with the capital needed to start businesses, the success of these initiatives varied widely. 

Approximately 45% of women entrepreneurs faced challenges related to loan repayment and 

market competition, with a p-value of 0.03 indicating significant issues. This illustrates that 

while microfinance is a powerful tool, it is not a universal solution for all women, and the need 

for holistic support systems, including mentorship and market access, is crucial for the success 

of female entrepreneurs. 

Kabeer (2020) delved into the socio-cultural dimensions of financial inclusion in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, revealing that while financial resources are accessible, women often remain subject to 

the control of male family members, limiting their economic independence. The research 

indicated that 55% of women who gained access to financial resources still could not make 

independent economic decisions due to prevailing gender hierarchies. This study surveyed 700 

women and demonstrated a p-value of 0.01, underscoring the need for gender-sensitive reforms 

in financial inclusion initiatives. The notion that empowerment goes beyond mere access to 

financial services to the ability to make independent decisions is a crucial takeaway from the 

literature, advocating for a multifaceted approach to financial inclusion. Murekezi and 

Niyonteze (2020) examined community-based financial inclusion strategies in Rwanda, 

highlighting the success of community savings groups. Their research showed that 80% of 

women in these groups reported increased financial literacy and empowerment, based on a 

sample size of 500 women. The study found a p-value of 0.006, indicating a strong correlation 

between participation in these groups and enhanced financial decision-making skills. This 

community-centric approach to financial inclusion underscores the importance of social 

networks and support systems in empowering women economically. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

A meticulous methodology was adopted to investigate financial inclusion and its implications 

for women's economic empowerment in African economies, emphasizing a comprehensive 

literature review. This methodological framework aimed to synthesize existing research, 
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analyze diverse perspectives, and illuminate the critical dynamics within this vital study area. 

The study employed a desktop research design, mirroring methodologies established in 

financial inclusion and women's empowerment. This design involved the systematic analysis 

of various literature types, encompassing academic journal articles, reports from international 

organizations, and case studies focusing on financial inclusion initiatives within African 

contexts.  

By adopting a desktop research design, the study aimed to synthesize a wide array of findings 

and insights, drawing from diverse perspectives that contribute to a holistic understanding of 

the subject matter. This approach enabled a detailed examination of the existing body of 

literature, revealing trends, gaps, and contradictions in the current research landscape. The 

systematic analysis involved categorizing the literature based on themes, methodologies, and 

geographical focus, facilitating a more precise overview of the state of knowledge in the field. 

This structured method ensured that the review captured the quantitative aspects of financial 

inclusion and the qualitative dimensions that reflect women's lived experiences. 

The data sources reviewed included scholarly articles published in reputable academic journals, 

which provided empirical evidence and theoretical frameworks regarding the intersection of 

financial inclusion and women's empowerment. These articles often presented rigorous 

research methodologies and statistical analyses, contributing valuable insights into the 

effectiveness of various financial inclusion initiatives. Additionally, reports from prominent 

international organizations, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), were examined.  

These reports offered critical insights into policy frameworks and initiatives to enhance 

financial access for women in Africa. By analyzing these documents, the study highlighted the 

role of governmental and non-governmental efforts in promoting financial inclusion and 

identified vital barriers women face in accessing financial services. Case studies also played a 

crucial role in illustrating the practical implications of financial inclusion efforts. These case 

studies showcased real-life examples from various African countries, providing context-

specific insights into the challenges and successes of financial inclusion initiatives. By 

examining diverse data sources, the research facilitated a richer analysis of how financial 

inclusion efforts have impacted women's economic status across different cultural and 

economic contexts. 

In selecting the literature sources, specific inclusion criteria were established to ensure 

relevance and quality. Sources were chosen based on their direct focus on African economies 

and their discussions regarding financial inclusion policies, microfinance, and mobile banking 

initiatives mainly affecting women. This targeted approach was intended to capture studies that 

addressed the overarching theme of financial inclusion and provided insights into the nuanced 

experiences of women in different African contexts. By focusing on literature that explicitly 

examined the intersection of financial services and women's empowerment, the review sought 

to highlight key factors that influence the effectiveness of these initiatives. Such factors 

included cultural norms, educational barriers, and economic conditions facilitating or hindering 

women's access to financial resources. This approach ensured that the review comprehensively 

understood the complexities surrounding women's financial inclusion in Africa. 

It is essential to acknowledge certain limitations inherent in the research design. One significant 

limitation was the reliance on secondary data sources. Although this approach allowed for a 

broad analysis of existing studies, it also introduced potential biases related to the selection and 
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interpretation of the literature. The research primarily depended on the availability of published 

materials, which might not fully capture women's lived experiences across different African 

regions. Furthermore, the scope of the literature reviewed was limited to studies accessible in 

English. This linguistic restriction may have excluded valuable insights published in other 

languages, potentially overlooking critical cultural contexts and local initiatives that could 

inform the understanding of women's financial empowerment in Africa. Additionally, the focus 

on documented findings meant that certain qualitative aspects of women's experiences related 

to financial inclusion might have been overlooked. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Impact of Financial Inclusion on Women’s Economic Empowerment 

The findings from the literature review underscore the transformative potential of financial 

inclusion initiatives in enhancing women's economic empowerment within African economies. 

Numerous studies consistently indicated that access to financial services—such as credit, 

savings, and insurance—significantly improved women's economic independence and overall 

well-being. For instance, Addae-Korankye (2021) found that approximately 65% of women 

utilizing microfinance services in Ghana reported increased economic independence. This 

statistic highlighted targeted financial services' crucial role in empowering women, enabling 

them to make financial decisions and invest in their businesses and households. 

Moreover, the literature reveals a strong correlation between access to credit and 

entrepreneurial success among women. Addae-Korankye's findings demonstrated that 70% of 

women entrepreneurs attributed their success to financial services, illustrating that access to 

capital could directly impact business outcomes. This correlation suggests that financial 

inclusion fosters economic independence and acts as a catalyst for women's entrepreneurship, 

allowing them to contribute to economic growth within their communities. In addition to 

economic independence and entrepreneurial success, financially empowered women often 

reinvest in their families, leading to improved education and health outcomes. The broader 

social impact of financial inclusion supports the notion that it is not merely an economic tool 

but also a vital catalyst for societal development. The empowerment of women in financial 

matters has the potential to create a ripple effect, positively influencing entire families and 

communities. 

Barriers to Financial Inclusion 

Despite the positive outcomes associated with financial inclusion, various barriers hinder 

women’s access to financial services in African economies. The literature reveals multiple 

dimensions to these challenges. Socio-cultural barriers play a significant role, as Besley and 

Ghatak (2020) highlighted how entrenched social norms and gender hierarchies restrict 

women's financial autonomy. The statistic that 75% of women felt limited in their financial 

decisions due to societal pressures underscored the urgent need for cultural change alongside 

financial initiatives. This indicates that financial inclusion efforts must be complemented by 

awareness campaigns to alter societal perceptions regarding women's roles in economic 

decision-making. 

Economic barriers further exacerbate the challenges women face in accessing financial 

services. Bhanot and Bapat (2021) noted that geographic inaccessibility and high transaction 

costs significantly impeded women, particularly in rural areas. Their finding that only 20% of 

women in remote regions could access nearby financial institutions indicated a critical need for 

innovative delivery mechanisms, such as mobile banking and community financial networks. 
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Addressing these economic barriers is crucial for ensuring that financial services are genuinely 

accessible to all women, regardless of their geographical location. 

Moreover, financial literacy emerged as a critical factor in the empowerment equation. Buvinic 

and O'Donnell (2021) emphasized that merely providing access to financial services is 

insufficient for genuine empowerment; financial literacy plays an essential role. Their finding 

that women with financial literacy training were 40% more likely to make informed financial 

decisions highlighted the necessity of integrating educational components into financial 

inclusion strategies. Such educational initiatives would equip women with the knowledge and 

skills to navigate financial landscapes effectively. 

Effectiveness of Financial Inclusion Strategies 

The review identified effective strategies that contributed to the success of financial inclusion 

initiatives for women in Africa. Mobile banking has emerged as a revolutionary tool, with 

Higgins (2020) discussing its significant impact, exemplified by platforms like M-Pesa in 

Kenya. This technological advancement has enabled millions of women to access financial 

services conveniently, effectively overcoming geographic and institutional barriers. The rise of 

mobile banking democratised financial access and empowered women by providing them with 

the tools to manage their finances independently. 

Community-based approaches have also proven successful in enhancing financial inclusion. 

Murekezi and Niyonteze (2020) highlighted the effectiveness of community savings groups, 

which increased financial literacy and provided access to small loans. Their findings illustrated 

how localized initiatives could complement broader financial inclusion efforts, empowering 

women, especially in rural areas. Such community-driven strategies foster a sense of ownership 

among participants and create supportive environments for women to improve their financial 

knowledge and capabilities. While microfinance institutions have significantly contributed to 

women's empowerment, the literature highlighted the need for sustainable lending practices. 

Armendáriz and Morduch (2020) warned of the risks of over-indebtedness and advocated for 

responsible lending practices to prevent financial distress among women borrowers. This 

highlights the importance of increasing access to financial services and ensuring that these 

services are delivered in a way that prioritizes the long-term financial health of women 

borrowers. 

Lessons for Policymakers and Financial Institutions 

The literature synthesis reveals critical lessons for policymakers and financial institutions 

seeking to enhance women's financial inclusion in African economies. First, financial services 

must be tailored to cater specifically to women’s needs. This includes offering lower interest 

rates, flexible repayment terms, and financial products that align with women's economic 

activities. By designing financial products that consider the unique challenges women face, 

financial institutions can significantly improve their accessibility and usability. Integrating 

gender sensitivity into policymaking is also essential. Policymakers must prioritize gender-

sensitive reforms that address financial access and socio-cultural barriers, such as property 

rights and decision-making power in financial matters, as highlighted by Kabeer (2020). 

Addressing these underlying issues will create a more supportive environment for women to 

engage with financial services. 

Education and training programs must be incorporated into financial inclusion initiatives. Such 

programs can empower women to navigate financial complexities and enhance their decision-

making capabilities, leading to more informed financial choices. Finally, supporting 
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community initiatives is crucial. Encouraging and funding community-based financial 

inclusion strategies can create sustainable models for women's empowerment, as demonstrated 

by the success of savings groups and cooperative financial institutions. By fostering a 

collaborative approach to financial inclusion, stakeholders can enhance the effectiveness and 

reach of their initiatives, ultimately leading to greater economic empowerment for women 

across African economies. 

CONCLUSION 

The intersection of financial inclusion and women's economic empowerment in Africa has 

garnered significant attention in recent years, emphasizing the transformative potential of 

accessible financial services for women's livelihoods. This literature review underscores the 

profound impact of financial inclusion initiatives on enhancing women's economic autonomy. 

Studies have shown that tailored financial products, such as microloans and mobile banking 

solutions, significantly improve women's access to financial resources, leading to greater 

economic independence. For instance, research indicates that women who engage with 

microfinance services often report increased household incomes and improved economic 

decision-making capabilities. 

However, the literature also highlights persistent barriers that hinder women’s effective 

utilization of financial services. Socio-cultural norms remain a significant impediment, with 

many women experiencing limitations in their financial decision-making due to societal 

pressures. Moreover, geographical inaccessibility and high transaction costs further exacerbate 

women's challenges in accessing financial institutions. Thus, comprehensive strategies that 

address these socio-cultural and structural barriers are essential for promoting women's 

financial empowerment. Key lessons emerge from various African contexts regarding effective 

strategies for advancing financial inclusion. Customization of financial products to cater 

specifically to women’s unique circumstances is crucial. This includes offering microloans 

with lower interest rates and flexible repayment terms that accommodate women's income 

patterns. The success of community-based initiatives, such as savings groups, has also shown 

the importance of fostering collective financial practices that enhance financial literacy and 

economic resilience among women. 

Several policy recommendations are critical to enhance women's financial inclusion in Africa 

further. Firstly, investment in financial literacy programs that target women is essential to 

empower them with the necessary skills to manage finances effectively. Gender-sensitive 

financial products must also be developed to cater to the specific needs of women, particularly 

in sectors where they are actively engaged, such as agriculture and small businesses. 

Addressing socio-cultural barriers through public awareness campaigns can also help challenge 

traditional gender norms restricting women’s financial access. 
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