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In 2020, the United Nations celebrated its 

seventy-fifth anniversary. The anniversary 

coincided with a year in which the world 

faced colossal challenges. Many people 

experienced turmoil and difficulty as coun-

tries, communities and families grappled 

with the effects of a global health pan-

demic and its far-reaching effects. With 

10 years remaining for the Sustainable 

Development Goals and related targets 

to be achieved, the Goals were reaffirmed 

in 2020 through the decade of action and 

delivery for sustainable development. This 

juncture presented an opportune moment 

to rethink the strategies and policies that 

had been in place to address poverty, re-

duce inequality and further global devel-

opment. After so many decades of sup-

porting the design and implementation 

of international development initiatives 

and promoting regional cooperation and 

equality for all, where do we, as a global 

community, stand on gender equality and 

women’s empowerment? Looking back, we 

believe that significant progress has been 

made towards achieving gender equality, 

but many areas of concern and challenges 

remain for the empowerment of women 

and girls around the world, and in partic-

ular in Africa. Despite the progress they 

have made, many countries in Africa are 

still considered to be the furthest behind 

in their gender equality policies, strategies 

and development indicators.

\Women’s economic empowerment is not 

an elusive goal; it is an achievable out-

come. Digital innovations, if properly em-

braced, can help to leapfrog the hurdles 

that stand in the way of achieving devel-

opment targets and goals, especially Goal 

5, on achieving gender equality. Some in-

novations, such as artificial intelligence, 

machine learning and robotics, are in their 

infancy in Africa; others, such as mobile 

connectivity, online applications and digi-

tal identity, have spread rapidly but are still 

underutilized. Digital platforms and solu-

tions, if properly harnessed, can revolu-

tionize the social and economic prospects 

of all Africans, in particular women, and 

can address shortfalls in areas in which the 

region lags behind the rest of the world, in 

particular women’s economic empower-

ment.

Digital finance is transforming the lives 

and livelihoods of women, girls and others 

who are excluded from traditional finan-

cial institutions. Although private sector 

initiatives and financial institutions are 

leading the way in creating opportunities 

in digital finance, analysis of the effects of 

digital finance in Africa, and specifically on 
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women’s economic and social prospects, 

is limited. Gaps exist in knowledge and 

understanding of what constitutes digital 

finance, what is required for the industry 

to flourish and how to ensure that wom-

en benefit equitably from digital finance 

initiatives. The Economic Commission 

for Africa has taken a holistic approach in 

looking at digital finance from a systems 

perspective, viewing it as a system of in-

terconnected and interdependent compo-

nents.

The present report contains a systemat-

ic analysis that sheds light on each com-

ponent of digital finance and on how the 

components are linked with gender equal-

ity and women’s economic empowerment. 

It addresses five key challenges that limit 

the use of digital finance to promote wom-

en’s empowerment in Africa. The first 

challenge is the region’s lack of an enabling 

environment for digital connectivity, with 

a lower rate of mobile and Internet usage 

than other global regions, despite mobile 

money services being far more common 

than on any other continent. The second is 

the shortage of prerequisite skills in digi-

tal and financial literacy, with only around 

12 per cent of women possessing digital 

finance-related information and commu-

nications technology (ICT) skills, a figure 

that is below the global average. The third 

challenge is that women face greater ex-

clusion from conventional financial institu-

tions and products, with only 33 per cent 

of women holding a formal bank account, 

compared with 43 per cent of men. The 

fourth challenge is that barriers persist, 

especially social and cultural norms within 

financial practices, products and services. 

The final challenge is that women are still 

not equally represented in relevant deci-

sion-making bodies in the digital and finan-

cial sectors and in related institutions.

Although barriers persist, there are con-

siderable opportunities for digital trans-

formation in Africa. Political commitment 

to digital transformation is strong, includ-

ing through the Digital Transformation 

Strategy for Africa 2020–2030 of the Afri-

can Union. Such initiatives as the Connect-

ed African Girls coding camp organized 

by ECA under its Digital Centre of Excel-

lence are also training thousands of girls 

to develop coding skills and other cogni-

tive skills to solve contemporary problems 

faced by Africa to close gender gaps and 

fight poverty.

Digital technologies promise a plethora of 

benefits to African women and can offload 

some of the additional burdens that wom-
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en carry. Some digital technologies can re-

move barriers faced by the most vulnera-

ble women. Digital technologies also come 

with risks and pitfalls, however, such as cy-

berintrusion and theft. The present report 

lists 10 key areas that require immediate 

action to ensure that digital systems im-

prove women’s economic empowerment 

in Africa:

(a)	 Strengthening national development 

policies and plans by ensuring that 

they contain strategic pillars that focus 

on ICT and social development and by 

providing gender-sensitive and inclu-

sive policy frameworks;

(b)	 Explicitly integrating a gender per-

spective into national ICT policies 

and ensuring that national household 

surveys collect gender-disaggregated 

data on mobile ownership and Internet 

usage;

(c)	 Establishing a critical mass of trained 

individuals, especially women, to build 

relevant ICT skills to harness digital fi-

nance, embedding ICT skills as a core 

component of school curricula and pri-

oritizing policy initiatives focused on 

science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics;

(d)	 Understanding current levels of finan-

cial knowledge and literacy, through 

the use of national household surveys 

and the inclusion of African countries 

in global surveys;

(e)	 Embedding digital strategy frame-

works and financial literacy into na-

tional curricula to encourage and facil-

itate children’s efforts to understand 

digital finance initiatives, and running 

work, employment and entrepreneur-

ial training schemes;

(f)	 Amending financial laws at all levels 

of government to encourage mobile 

money uptake (which is positively as-

sociated with savings), in particular 

for women, across many African coun-

tries, thus boosting savings ratios and 

accentuating the effects of empower-

ment;

(g)	 Establishing credit bureaux and regis-

tries to support the financial inclusion 

of larger segments of the population 

and thus to address the challenges of 

gender bias and associated assump-

tions in credit reporting systems;

(h)	 Prioritizing the collection of gen-

der-disaggregated financial data by 
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financial service providers (in business 

surveys) to support digital finance ini-

tiatives and shed light on how social 

and cultural norms and financial prod-

ucts and services affect women’s eco-

nomic empowerment;

(i)	 Prioritizing women’s representation 

in digital finance, in particular includ-

ing women in decision-making at the 

highest levels, by establishing industry 

targets and quotas;

(j)	 Establishing cross-regional regulato-

ry and access-to-justice frameworks 

in digital finance through the African 

Continental Free Trade Area and em-

bedding digital identification, using 

national registration systems and 

databases as a springboard for gen-

der-sensitive digital finance frame-

works.
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1Introduction

1.1. Women’s economic 
empowerment and digital 
finance

Women’s economic empowerment is one 

of the most important processes used to 

reduce gender inequality. Economically 

empowered women are better able to par-

ticipate equally in society. They have bet-

ter access to and control over productive 

resources; access to decent work; control 

over their own time, lives and bodies; and 

a stronger voice, greater agency and more 

meaningful participation in economic de-

cision-making. All of these improvements 

1 Gender equality has long been established as a key factor in producing higher levels of economic growth across 
Africa (Blackden and others, 2006). Various studies (International Monetary Fund, 2018) estimated that closing 
the gender gap could boost gross domestic product by between 4 and 32 per cent, depending on the size of the 
gender gap.
2 As highlighted by the High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment of the Secretary-General, which 
identified “building digital, financial and property assets” as one of the options to promote women’s economic 

have an impact on economic growth (see 

E/ECA/CGSD/2/7). For example, raising 

the level of employment among women to 

the level among men would be expected to 

raise gross domestic product over time by 

2 per cent in the United Republic of Tan-

zania, 10 per cent in South Africa and 34 

per cent in Egypt (DeAnne and others, 

2012). Women’s economic empowerment 

is therefore not only about protecting hu-

man rights; it is also good for countries’ 

economies.1

Digital finance has a critical role to play in 

women’s economic empowerment.2 Tech-

11
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nologies and platforms can provide low-

cost, immediate and smooth pathways 

for women to access and utilize financial 

resources to leverage technological op-

portunities, to improve their social circum-

stances and to advance their economic 

prospects. Digital finance can lead to in-

creased entrepreneurial activity, better 

household financial management, a lower 

burden of daily care work and the offload-

ing of tedious administrative financial tasks 

through more efficient financial processes 

and platforms. The potential of digital fi-

nance can also boost the entire economy, 

increasing productivity, supporting na-

tional development and facilitating prog-

ress towards achieving the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development. Since the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandem-

ic, the use of online platforms has grown 

exponentially, making the use of informa-

tion and communications technology (ICT) 

solutions critical to everyday activities, 

while further isolating people who are un-

familiar with ICT.

Digital finance refers to digital forms of 

credit, savings, insurance and financial 

transfers. In the present report, the term 

“digital” refers to all computing and tele-

communications processes, irrespective 

of whether or not they are Internet-based. 

For example, a digital account that can be 

used to process services is a digital finance 

platform, as is a mobile money account 

that does not require Internet access. A 

report published by McKinsey and Com-

pany provides a broad definition of digi-

empowerment (United Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, 
2017). 

tal finance as “financial services delivered 

over digital infrastructure – including mo-

bile and Internet – with low use of cash 

and traditional bank branches. Mobile 

phones, computers, or cards used over 

point-of-sale devices connect individuals 

and businesses to a digitized national pay-

ments infrastructure, enabling seamless 

transactions across all parties” (Manyika 

and others, 2016). 

1.1.1. Benefits and risks of digital 
finance
The widespread use of mobile phones and 

other forms of ICT has the potential to 

bring financial services within everyone’s 

reach (Ozili, 2018). At present, howev-

er, large differences in use exist between 

high-income countries, where the Internet 

is the most common channel used to facil-

itate financial services, and Africa, where 

45 countries provided mobile money ser-

vices in 2018 (GSM Association, 2021).

Digital finance is revolutionizing the ex-

change of money, in particular among peo-

ple who are not serviced by commercial 

financial institutions (World Bank, 2016). 

It has the potential to lift people out of 

poverty and reduce inequality across so-

ciety. In Kenya, for example, the mobile 

money system M-Pesa lifted 194,000 

households – or 2 per cent of all Kenyan 

households – out of poverty and increased 

their consumption levels (Tavneet and Wil-

liam, 2016). Female-headed households in 

particular were found to have increased 

their financial resilience and savings, while 
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the labour market was affected by women 

moving from agriculture to services Both 

of these changes were found to be cor-

related with higher consumption levels.

Digital financial solutions can advance 

women’s economic participation through 

several transmission mechanisms. Govern-

ments, private sector entities and develop-

ment organizations can use financial ser-

vices to bring more women into the global 

economy through digital financial services 

by providing women with greater privacy, 

confidentiality, and control over their fi-

nances; giving women the opportunity to 

save formally, thus lowering the high cost 

associated with saving informally; improv-

ing women’s access to formal credit and 

supporting risk management; reducing the 

time that women spend travelling to bank 

branches and paying utility bills; and help-

ing to reduce the cost of banking services 

for women-owned businesses. The McK-

insey Global Institute estimates that the 

cost of offering customers digital accounts 

for financial services can be 80 to 90 per 

cent lower than the cost of providing ser-

vices through physical branches (Manyika 

and others, 2016).

Digital financial services can also lower 

the cost associated with receiving social 

benefits and government processing. In 

the Niger, it was found that switching the 

payment method for monthly government 

social benefits from cash to mobile phones 

saved the recipients an average of 20 

hours of travel and waiting time to obtain 

payments and provided supply-saving effi-

ciencies for the Government. Mobile mon-

ey services can therefore boost essential 

logistical processes and help to improve 

fiscal efficiency in the delivery of services 

(Aker and others, 2016).

There is growing evidence, however, that 

easier access to credit through digitaliza-

tion can lead to unsustainable debt pat-

terns, fraud and increased consumption. 

The Consultative Group to Assist the 

Poor found evidence of debt cycling in 

the United Republic of Tanzania, with late 

payers returning to their lenders to ob-

tain high-cost, short-term loans with high 

penalty fees (Izaguirre, Kaffenberger and 

Mazer, 2018). In Kenya, 4 million mobile 

money users said that they had been vic-

tims of fraud in 2018 (Soursourian, 2019). 

Increasing evidence also suggests that 

most digital money is used for domestic 

consumption, including airtime for mobile 

phones (15 per cent in Kenya, 37 per cent 

in the United Republic of Tanzania) and 

personal and household goods (10 per cent 

in Kenya, 22 per cent in the United Repub-

lic of Tanzania). Around a third of digital 

borrowers report using financial credit for 

business purposes. Wage employees are 

among the most likely people to use digital 

credit for regular household consumption. 

This could indicate payday-type loans, in 

which digital credit provides funds to us-

ers while they await their next incoming 

payment (Izaguirre, Kaffenberger and Ma-

zer, 2018).

Other important risks also exist. For exam-

ple, the shortage of products specifically 

targeted to women and the failure to up-

date regulations in response to changes in 
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the market for digital finance can accentu-

ate gender inequality (Patel and Lascelles, 

2018).

Although digitalization can create jobs, it 

can also lead to job losses. As organizations 

embrace new and innovative methods to 

automate operations and processes, it is 

necessary to adopt a forward-looking ap-

proach to identify the type of jobs that will 

be needed in a future digital economy. It is 

also necessary to assess how competition 

in different sectors can shape the landscape 

of the future digital economy (Sy, 2019).

1.2. Digitalization across 
Africa

Digitalization, in particular in the financial 

sector, can provide the critical backbone 

for economic and social transformation. 

It can improve inclusion, participation, 

communication, economic interactions, 

business transactions, operations and 

other financial and administrative tasks 

for women and make the whole activity 

smoother, more affordable and more effi-

cient. Research suggests that the value of 

the digital economy in Africa may grow to 

as much as $300 billion by 2025, primarily 

as a result of a fivefold growth in digitali-

zation and Internet usage (Manyika and 

others, 2013).

ECA is placing greater emphasis on digi-

talization as a vehicle for transformation-

al change across Africa, which is reflected 

in its policies and programmes designed 

to support member States. For example, 

its Digital Centre of Excellence has run 

various workshops at coding camps for 

young girls designed to encourage them to 

learn programming skills. At the continen-

tal hybrid camp jointly organized by ECA 

and the International Telecommunication 

Union, some 2,000 girls from across Africa 

received training in digital skills to bridge 

the digital gender gap. However, embrac-

ing digital finance goes beyond program-

ming skills; it also means making the use 

of ICT second nature and making services 

ubiquitous across platforms and countries. 

For this reason, digitalization is a key re-

sults area in the 2022 programme plan of 

the gender equality and women’s empow-

erment subprogramme of ECA, through 

which ECA is aiming to develop advanced 

ICT capacity for girls and to use ICT to ad-

dress sustainable development challenges 

more broadly.

The African Union Commission proclaimed 

that digital transformation should be one 

of the top priorities of Agenda 2063: The 

Africa We Want, of the African Union, 

which requires the involvement of women 

in science, technology and innovation – ar-

eas in which they are underrepresented. 

The African Union Commission has devel-

oped the Digital Transformation Strategy 

for Africa 2020–2030, which aims to pro-

vide a common, coordinated digitalization 

agenda to enhance synergies among the 

wide range of implementing partners while 

avoiding duplication of effort and optimiz-

ing the utilization of the limited resources 

available. The African Union Commission 

has also taken steps to implement the 

Strategy by improving connectivity, pro-
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moting electronic transactions and the de-

livery of e-services, and creating enabling 

policies and regulatory environments for 

an African digital market.

Many African countries have taken steps 

to introduce and implement their own 

ICT policies and digital strategies. This has 

become a greater priority for many since 

the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandem-

ic, with everyday business activities often 

carried out online. Most notable among 

these policies are those designed to sup-

port women in using ICT services. Further, 

the third phase of implementation under 

the African Continental Free Trade Area 

involves the negotiation of an electronic 

commerce protocol in which Africa has full 

authority to discuss all aspects of electron-

ic commerce, including data and products 

being traded under electronic commerce, 

and to promote the emergence of Afri-

can-owned e-commerce platforms at the 

national, regional and continental levels. 

Electronic commerce is prominent in poli-

cy agendas across the continent. Although 

Governments have introduced taxes on 

some types of electronic transactions, 

adopted electronic commerce strategies 

and integrated electronic commerce into 

national digital policies and strategies, no 

agreement yet exists defining electronic 

commerce at the global level. As a result of 

COVID-19, the need for online products 

in the electronic commerce industry has 

increased, making it difficult for people 

to engage in physical transactions. Poor 

intracontinental transport links create lo-

3 See Evans and Nambiar (2013) and Abekah-Nkrumah and Lawson (2020) for futher discussion of empower-
ment, including reference to collective action and leadership. 

gistical challenges and significant financial 

expense, so discussions on electronic com-

merce within the African Continental Free 

Trade Area are paramount.

Regional organizations in Africa have tak-

en steps to promote women’s participation 

in science. The East African Community, 

for example, has adopted frameworks on 

gender in science, technology and innova-

tion that promote gender mainstreaming, 

gender equity, entrepreneurship, training 

and education (Njoroge, 2022). Similarly, 

the gender policy of the Southern African 

Development Community supports equal 

access for girls and boys to study science 

and mathematics and also promotes wom-

en’s and girls’ access to tertiary education 

in subjects traditionally dominated by men 

and boys.

1.3. Digital finance and 
women’s economic 
empowerment in Africa

Digitalization is critical to all components 

of women’s economic empowerment.3 

According to the literature on econom-

ics, indicators of women’s economic em-

powerment may be reflected through 

resource-based approaches (women’s ac-

cess to economic resources, such as public 

transfers and welfare receipts, the income 

shares of women, unearned income, as-

sets brought into marriage or current as-

sets, employment, yield by gender from 

farm plots, etc.) (Abekah-Nkrumah and 
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Lawson, 2020). The literature on human 

development, by contrast, has tended to 

focus on what Amartya Sen refers to as the 

“capability approach” – health, education 

and income (Sen, 1999) – which can be 

reflected as both enablers and constraints 

(see figure 1). That is, women’s empower-

ment is typically focused on gender-based 

differences in access to economic re-

sources or capabilities or achievement. A 

major challenge with such an approach is 

that it ignores the circumstances under 

which women have access to resources or 

achievement.

Gender divides in access to basic services 

and decent work are the result of differ-

ences in infrastructure (rural versus ur-

ban) and social norms. Goldstein and Udry 

(cited in Abekah-Nkrumah and Lawson, 

2020), for instance, indicate that yield dif-

ferences between male- and female-owned 

plots in Ghana are due to constraints faced 

by women, which are deemed to be rooted 

in the power relations of social groupings 

and the positions held in such social hier-

archies. However, the role that digitaliza-

tion plays in overcoming such issues has 

often been overlooked.

Digitalization can empower women indi-

rectly if fewer intermediaries are involved. 

This is particularly true for digital finance, 

as women may gain direct access to finan-

cial, education and other services or de-

cent work at lower direct financial costs. 

In addition to facing less intermediary 

discrimination in access to services, they 

improve their access to formal credit and 

create the potential for increased business 

margins with financial tools, improving in-

ventory, stock rotation and access to social 

protection.

Figure 1: Women’s economic empowerment: enablers and constraints

Access to 
property, assets 

and �nacial 
services 

Education, skills 
development 
and training

Collective 
action and 
leadership

Social 
protection

Measures to 
address unpaid 
care and work 

burdens

Access to 
quality, decent 

paid work

Source: Adapted from Hunt and Sammam (2016).
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It is vital, however, for women’s empower-

ment to be addressed in digital finance in 

the context of the systems that surround 

enablers and constraints. A broader per-

spective of women’s economic empower-

ment is therefore required, incorporating 

everything from infrastructure and equal 

access to the protection of rights, with 

other dimensions of digitalization encom-

passed throughout the expansion of digi-

tal finance to deliver on women’s empow-

erment. Consideration of fiscal space, for 

example, is particularly important to gen-

der-responsive budgeting, and the legal 

and regulatory frameworks that underpin 

gender rights and access to basic services, 

employment and a minimum standard of 

living through social protection are critical.

1.4. How coronavirus disease 
accelerated digital change and 
made it more necessary

Technology is an adaptive and fast-paced 

concept that can be adopted or ingested in 

times of change, with varying benefits and 

challenges. Many have embraced digital 

technologies as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic: people have adopted alterna-

tive work arrangements, such as working 

from home and using contactless payment 

systems, and businesses have moved away 

from physical contact to an entirely on-

line presence. Some might consider dig-

ital technologies to be synonymous with 

the pandemic generation, but this is not 

the first time that digital technology has 

played a key role in facilitating social and 

cultural change. The development of social 

media and other web 2.0 technologies oc-

curred alongside people’s collective curi-

osity in interacting with each other online, 

even though the effects of social media, 

both positive and negative, were not fully 

understood during the first decade of the 

social media revolution.

The pandemic has forced many people 

to embrace online platforms and has un-

doubtedly improved digital literacy. Large-

ly driven by businesses, people have often 

had no choice other than to understand 

and use digital technologies to participate 

in everyday activities, including conduct-

ing business, procuring services and us-

ing e-government portals and an array of 

online services. Where many would have 

been reluctant to use digital services and 

platforms in the past, the pandemic has 

made it necessary to embrace such skills in 

order to perform everyday tasks.

Digital finance has inadvertently become 

a more popular alternative to traditional 

financial platforms. Banks have taken their 

services online or have allowed customers 

to conduct their business and complete 

transactions through their mobile phones. 

Digital finance has become more popular 

and more easily distinguishable from tra-

ditional financial services as a result of re-

strictions on movement and recommenda-

tions not to exchange physical cash owing 

to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Women can participate easily in online 

platforms, without gender markers. Online 

identity is fluid and malleable: every time 

someone uses online services, they are 
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asked to register their details, such as their 

name, gender and other identifiable infor-

mation. Depending on how the services are 

used, some may wish to provide their true 

details, whereas others may wish to remain 

anonymous. As a result, the concept of on-

line identity is fluid, with many recognizing 

that it can be easily manipulated or tam-

pered with, in line with the Internet culture 

of anonymity. Perceived online identities 

are therefore less important. It is under-

stood that the online handle being used 

may not identify the actual user. This can 

reduce the importance of identity mark-

ers that could create biases or be used to 

discriminate or marginalize. Women can 

benefit from environments in which iden-

tity is taken less seriously and the person 

is assigned a number or username, such as 

when online banking services use account 

numbers or user-generated handles.

COVID-19 has created new spaces for 

women to participate online and the po-

tential for structural change. With online 

environments being so widely used, wom-

en can participate online without having 

to face many of the physical challenges 

they previously encountered. This has the 

potential to not only increase access but 

also lower entry barriers and remove glass 

doors and ceilings to business, careers 

and livelihoods. An online environment 

removes physical participation, which, it is 

hoped, will remove discriminatory physical 

structures and barriers, which is critical in 

the traditionally male-dominated financial 

and technology sectors.

1.5. Gender-sensitive 
framework for digital finance 

Creating an appropriate framework to 

consider the gender component of digital 

finance requires the inclusion of various el-

ements of digitalization and finance. In dig-

ital finance, the economic and social dimen-

sions of banking, as well as cultural norms 

for how household finances and money 

are handled, have varying gender-relat-

ed connotations and effects. Many of the 

definitions and analyses that describe dig-

ital finance look at core aspects of digital 

finance. In the present report, these core 

aspects have been grouped to provide a 

conceptual framework for analysis of dig-

ital finance for women’s economic empow-

erment, as shown in figure 2.

The report includes a gender-specific anal-

ysis of digital finance concepts across the 

six dimensions shown in figures 2 and 3. 

These dimensions reflect the analytical 

framework and chapters, which are un-

derpinned by the gender-disaggregated 

data and information required for evi-

dence-based decision-making and policy 

formulation for women’s economic em-

powerment.

1.6. Report aims and structure

]The aim of the 2021 edition of the African 
Women’s Report, on the theme “Digital fi-

nance: a pathway to women’s economic 

empowerment in Africa”, is to explore and 

dissect how digital finance can contribute 

to the achievement of Sustainable Devel-
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opment Goal 5 and its potential to pro-

mote women’s economic empowerment 

through financial inclusion to deliver on 

gender equality.

The report explores the enablers, prereq-

uisites, risks, barriers, opportunities and 

challenges associated with harnessing 

digital finance for women. It also dissects 

the components of digital finance, includ-

ing digital and mobile connectivity; digital 

and financial literacy and skills; financial 

inclusion and access to credit; financial 

products and services; women’s represen-

tation in decision-making, technology and 

the finance sectors; and rights and regula-

tory concerns.

The structure of the report is based on the 

conceptual framework presented in the 

previous section. Following the introduc-

4 The framework and flow of the chapters is presented in figure 2, which shows how each topic relates to the re-
search study. Figure 3 provides further details of the analytical components. 

tion to the topic in chapter I, each chapter 

explores an individual component of the 

framework. Figure 3 depicts an overview 

of the analytical framework flow and the 

structuring of the chapters and themes in 

relation to the conceptual framework of 

the report.4

Chapter II is focused on key enablers of 

digital finance, including digital and mo-

bile connectivity, digital finance readiness, 

ICT usage and online services. The finan-

cial and digital literacy and skills that are 

necessary for digitalization and the build-

ing of a critical mass of digitally and finan-

cially literate women equipped with the 

skills needed to use digital finance tools 

and services are highlighted in chapter III. 

The focus of chapter IV is on such risks as 

financial exclusion and lack of access to 

credit, including the risks associated with 

Figure 2: Conceptual framework for digital finance for women’s economic empowerment

-
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digital finance solutions and financial in-

clusion. In chapter V, the focus is on po-

tential barriers, such as biases in financial 

products and services and disparities in 

financial practices and norms, all of which, 

whether rooted in social or cultural norms, 

may present barriers to women who seek 

to take advantage of the many benefits of 

digital finance. 

The focus in chapter VI is on representa-

tion, regulation and rights that perpetuate 

many of the barriers and disadvantages 

faced by women. The final chapter of the 

report provides some policy recommenda-

tions for issues discussed in previous chap-

ters, in line with the conceptual framework, 

to enhance digital connectivity and usage, 

to ensure adequate education and training 

for digital and financial skills, to address 

social and cultural challenges and lower 

access barriers for financial products and 

services, and to harness gender-specific 

opportunities and address gender-related 

regulatory concerns.

Figure 3: Analytical framework of the report in relation to the conceptual framework
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2Enabling 
digital finance 

through mobile 
connectivity 

Digital and mobile connectivity, digital 

finance readiness and ICT usage, and on-

line services are key components of the 

enabling factors associated with the gen-

der-sensitive dimension of digital finance. 

They are also essential factors that can al-

low the digital gender gap to begin to close.

•	 Africa has the lowest per capita 

usage of the Internet in the world. 

The gender gap for Internet usage 

on the continent increased from 21 

per cent in 2013 to 33 per cent in 

2019.

•	 There is a market gap of 1.1 billion 

women globally without mobile In-

ternet access, including 200 million 

women in sub-Saharan Africa.

•	 The most significant barriers to 

mobile phone ownership are found 

in rural areas, where limitations, 

such as affordability, literacy, digital 

skills and restrictive social norms, 

persist.

•	 Digital mobile ownership and us-

age penetration are the lowest in 

countries where gender gaps are 

the widest.

•	 Although mobile money services 

are more common in Africa than in 

other regions of the world, only 29 

per cent of women in sub-Saharan 

Africa use mobile Internet, com-

pared with 48 per cent of women 

globally.

1111
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Africa is at an important inflection point 

of demand and support for digital trans-

formation (World Bank, 2019a). Digitali-

zation can boost inclusive growth, drive 

innovation, create jobs, improve service 

delivery and reduce poverty across Afri-

ca. It could increase per capita income by 

1.5 per cent and reduce the poverty head-

count by 0.7 per cent per year (World Bank, 

2019a). The COVID-19 pandemic could 

accentuate these effects. Similarly, greater 

investment in education could double the 

impact of digitalization. Policies and regu-

lations to create a vibrant business climate 

could drive additional gains, increasing the 

tax base and enabling the development of 

skills that would give workers access to 

the jobs of the future. Accountable insti-

tutions that use the Internet to empower 

people would also be beneficial.

Digitalization and related digital and mo-

bile connectivity infrastructure are es-

sential to create an enabling environment 

for digital finance platforms, tools and 

services. Access to the Internet, mobile 

subscriptions and telephone services, and 

ownership of digital devices can provide 

an indicator of digital finance readiness, 

uptake and usage. Digital infrastructure 

5 These proportions may vary according to the sources used. For example, according to the World Telecommu-
nication/ICT Indicators Database (International Telecommunication Union, 2021), 28.6 per cent of Africans and 
51.4 per cent of the global population used the Internet in 2019.

varies greatly between rural and urban 

settings, which can have additional effects 

on the use of digital finance and online ap-

plications and on basic ICT access.

Africa has the lowest proportion of Inter-

net users, at 28.2 per cent in 2019, com-

pared with a global average of 53.6 per 

cent (World Bank, 2019a).5, This gap in 

Internet usage between Africa and the 

rest of the world can exacerbate existing 

inequalities in wealth, income, opportuni-

ty, education and health. For women, this 

situation is compounded by the digital 

gender divide, which is growing as digita-

lization spreads. The global gender gap in 

Internet usage increased from 11 per cent 

in 2013 to 17 per cent in 2019; in Afri-

ca, the gap increased from 21 per cent in 

2013 to 33 per cent in 2019 (International 

Telecommunication Union, 2019c). Often, 

the people who lack safe and affordable 

access to digital technologies are those 

who are already marginalized, including 

women, older persons, persons with dis-

abilities, persons from indigenous groups 

and people living in poor, remote or rural 

areas.

To some extent, a digital gender divide ap-

pears to persist irrespective of a country’s 

ICT access level, economic performance, 

income level or geographical location. Cul-

tural and institutional constraints further 

shape the manifestations of the digital 

gender divide. As technologies become 

more sophisticated, the digital gender di-

vide is expected to widen, enabling more 

Digital  
connectivity and  

ICT usage
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transformational use and impacts (Sey and 

Hafkin, 2019). The digital gender divide 

can also affect access to and the use of dig-

ital finance tools, platforms and services 

that rely on digital and mobile connectivity 

infrastructure.

Examples of national initiatives indicate 

that attempts are being made to address 

the digital gender divide. Burundi, for ex-

ample, established a national development 

policy for ICT with a strategic pillar fo-

cusing on ICT and social development to 

bridge the digital divide.6

2.1. Digital and mobile 
connectivity as foundations 
for accessing digital finance

2.1.1. Basic access to information 
and communications technologies
Women in Africa have less access than men 

to ICT, as measured by various indicators 

of access (see table 1). Basic access to ICT 

refers to access to and the use of devices 

6 See the country report of Burundi for the regional 25-year review of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action (République du Burundi, 2019), submitted to ECA in November 2019.
7  The African countries included in the study are Botswana, Burundi, Cabo Verde, Egypt, Mauritius, Morocco, the 
Niger, the Sudan and Zimbabwe.

such as computers, laptops and mobile 

phones. Indicators include the proportion 

of people who use a computer, the Internet 

or a mobile telephone and the proportion 

who own a mobile phone. Table 1 provides 

a gender-disaggregated overview of basic 

access to ICT in Africa taken from a glob-

al sample of 78 countries. Although data 

for African countries are limited, existing 

data can provide some indication of basic 

access for each gender across the region.7

Data from seven African countries suggest 

that, as overall mobile phone ownership 

has increased, the gender gap in owner-

ship has narrowed. Mobile phones are one 

of the key channels for accessing digital fi-

nance platforms, tools and services. Coun-

try-level data suggest that, in Algeria, the 

gender gap is only 3 per cent, with mobile 

phone ownership surpassing 60 per cent 

for both men and women. In Mozambique, 

by contrast, mobile phone ownership 

stands at 19 per cent for men and only 11 

per cent for women, representing a gen-

der gap of 42 per cent (see figure 4).

Table 1: Indicators of basic access to information and communications technology in Africa

Number of reporting 
economies

Women (percentage) Men (percentage)

Computer usage 6 30.2 34.3

Internet usage 9 28.2 32.4

Mobile phone usage 4 81.7 84.25

Mobile phone ownership 6 64.7 71.2

Source: International Telecommunication Union (2021).
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2.1.2. Use of mobile Internet 
services
A total of 1.1 billion women globally, in-

cluding 200 million women in sub-Saharan 

Africa (see figure 5), do not have access 

to mobile Internet services. About 48 per 

cent of women globally use mobile Inter-

net services, while in sub-Saharan Africa, 

the same figure is only 29 per cent.

Although the data are limited, it appears 

that mobile phone ownership and usage 

penetration are the lowest in countries 

where gender gaps are the widest (Rown-

tree, 2019). According to data from 2018, 

in low and middle-income countries, wom-

en are 10 per cent less likely than men to 

own a mobile phone and 23 per cent less 

likely to use mobile Internet services. Of 

Figure 4: Mobile phone ownership among men and women in selected countries  
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Figure 5: Women’s usage of mobile Internet services, developing regions, 2018
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the regions shown in figure 6, Africa has 

the second largest gender gap for mobile 

phone ownership, with only 69 per cent of 

women estimated to have owned a mobile 

phone in 2018, compared with 80 per cent 

for men. Nevertheless, this figure for wom-

en indicates substantial progress com-

pared with five years earlier when only 40 

per cent of African women owned a mobile 

phone. The gender gap in sub-Saharan Af-

rica is 15 per cent for mobile phone own-

ership and 41 per cent for use of mobile 

Internet services (see figure 6).

Gender-disaggregated country-level data 

on mobile phone ownership and mobile 

Internet usage are relatively limited. A 

report by the GSM Association describes 

the situation in seven African countries 

(Rowntree, 2019). In those countries, it 

was found that, for both women and men, 

the main barriers to mobile Internet usage 

were illiteracy and insufficient skills, fol-

lowed by lack of affordability, relevance, 

safety and security. The list of the main 

barriers is fairly similar for adults in other 

low and middle-income countries. In four 

of the seven African countries, affordabili-

ty was the main barrier for women (Rown-

tree, 2019).

A significant proportion of women and 

men also stated that they did not know 

that mobile Internet services existed. Lack 

of knowledge of mobile Internet services 

constitutes a barrier to digital finance and 

subsequent financial inclusion. The diver-

sity of responses was vast among the five 

surveyed African countries, ranging from 

Algeria, where only about 11 per cent of 

women were unaware, to Mozambique, 

where 56 per cent of women were un-

aware. In all African countries, more wom-

en than men were unaware of mobile In-

ternet services (Rowntree (2019)).

Figure 6: Gender gaps in developing regions, 2018 (Percentage)
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Note: The gender gap in mobile ownership in East Asia and the Pacific was in favour of women. 
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2.1.3. Rural versus urban 
connectivity
There are large disparities in women’s mo-

bile phone ownership in Africa between 

urban and rural settings. Of the seven 

countries included in the study, all except 

South Africa had wider gender gaps in 

mobile phone ownership in rural areas. 

The difference between the urban and 

rural gender gaps varied greatly, ranging 

from only 1 percentage point in Algeria 

to 25 percentage points in Mozambique; 

in South Africa, the urban gender gap was 

actually 4 percentage points higher than 

the rural gender gap (see figure 7).

The most significant barriers to mobile 

phone ownership in rural areas include the 

lack of phone affordability, illiteracy and 

insufficient digital skills among the popu-

lation, along with restrictive social norms 

and a lack of awareness of the benefits 

of using the Internet. These barriers are 

of greater relevance to women, who are 

most often in lower income brackets, with 

less education and with more responsibili-

ty for household domestic tasks than men 

(Rowntree, 2019).

2.2. Information and 
communications technology 
operations that are relevant 
to digital finance uptake and 
usage

2.2.1. Access to and use of digital 
financial services
ICT can enhance financial inclusion so that 

the unbanked and underbanked have ac-

cess to formal financial systems. The Glob-

al Findex, a financial inclusion database 

created by the World Bank, provides gen-

der-disaggregated data on access to and 

the use of formal and informal financial 

services. The indicators for digital financial 

services show the percentages of people 

who, in 2017, used a mobile phone or the 

Figure 7: Gender gap in mobile ownership in urban and rural areas (Percentage)

Urban gender gapRural gender gap
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6%
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33%

16%

9%

8%

6%

1%
5%

Source: Rowntree (2019).

Note: The urban gender gap in Kenya was in favour of women.
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Internet to access an account, used the 

Internet to pay bills or to make online pur-

chases, made or received digital payments, 

and used a mobile money service. Table 2 

provides a breakdown of these indicators 

for women and men in Africa.

Africa has the lowest scores for the major-

ity of indicators concerning access to and 

use of digital financial services. Gender 

disparities can be observed across all the 

aforementioned indicators for financial 

services and are far more prominent than 

for basic access to ICT. Furthermore, the 

use of digital financial services is much 

lower than basic access to ICT for both 

men and women.

2.2.2. Online account services
Figure 8 shows that the global gender gap 

for digital access to a financial account is 

estimated at 4 percentage points (27 per 

cent for men, 23 per cent for women). In 

sub-Saharan Africa, this gender gap is 5.4 

percentage points, the second highest of 

all the regions in the study, after the Mid-

Table 2: Access to and use of digital financial services in Africa

Number of reporting 
economies

Women (percentage) Men (percentage)

Use of mobile phone/Internet to 
access an account

40 15.3 19.6

Use of the Internet to pay bills or 
make purchases online

40 6.0 9.8

 Making or receiving digital 
payments

40 28.5 38.5

Use of mobile money services 36 19.6 25.5

Source: Demirgüç-Kunt and others (2018).

Figure 8: Persons over the age of 15 who used a mobile phone or the Internet to access a 
financial account in 2017 (Percentage)

FemaleMaleGender Gap
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Source: Demirgüç-Kunt and others (2018).
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dle East and North Africa (7 percentage 

points). The lowest gender gap is in North 

America, at 1.5 percentage points. Gender 

gaps by region are somewhat related to 

the overall level of digital access to finan-

cial accounts: developed regions have the 

highest levels of digital infrastructure and 

access and the smallest gender gaps.

2.2.3. Digital payments
Data on digital payments suggest men and 

women make more mobile money pay-

ments than they receive in every region 

(table 3). Most regions exhibit higher gen-

der differences for payments received (ta-

ble 4), and in most regions, gender differ-

ences widened between 2014 and 2017 

(see tables 3 and 4). In sub-Saharan Africa, 

the gender differences increased by 2.2 

percentage points for making digital pay-

ments and 2.3 percentage points for re-

ceiving them. These changes created addi-

tional challenges and barriers affecting the 

ability of women to make or receive digital 

payments.

2.2.4. Growth of mobile money 
services in Africa
Mobile money services are more com-

mon in Africa than in all other regions of 

the world. The first mobile money service 

was launched in the Russian Federation in 

2002. Services were then launched in the 

Philippines and Thailand in 2004 and in 

Bangladesh in 2006. The first mobile mon-

ey service in Africa was M-Pesa, which 

was launched in Kenya in 2007. Services 

then spread rapidly in developing econo-

mies and especially in Africa. By the end 

of 2020, about half of all operators in the 

Table 3: Persons over the age of 15 who had made digital payments in the previous 
12 months

2014 2017 Change

Female 
(percentage)

Male 
(percentage)

Percentage 
points 

difference

Female 
(percentage)

Male 
(percentage)

Percentage 
point 

difference

Change in 
percentage 

point 
difference

East Asia and the 
Pacific 

37.3 38.5 1.2 52.8 56.5 3.7 +2.5

Europe and Central Asia 60.3 65.5 5.3 69.2 74.2 5.0 -0.3

Latin America and the 
Caribbean 

29.7 38.8 9.1 32.2 40.7 8.6 -0.5

Middle East and North 
Africa 

.. .. .. 21.1 34.1 13.0 ..

North America 91.3 86.6 4.7* 89.1 90.6 1.5 -6.2

South Asia 6.7 20.1 13.5 13.0 27.1 14.1 +0.7

Sub-Saharan Sub-
Saharan Africa 

19.4 26.3 6.8 24.6 33.7 9.1 +2.2

World 34.0 39.3 5.3 41.5 48.7 7.2 +1.9

Source: World Bank (2019b).

*: Indicates a gender gap in favour of women.
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world (157 of 310) were in sub-Saharan 

Africa (see figure 9).

African countries are developing their reg-

ulatory environments for mobile money 

services. In the Mobile Money Regulatory 

Index (GSM Association, 2021b), all Afri-

can countries except Mauritania scored 

higher than 60 out of 100 for their regu-

latory environment for mobile money (see 

figure 10), and 21 African countries scored 

over 80, up from 7 in 2018.

Table 4: Persons over the age of 15 who had received digital payments  
in the previous 12 months

2014 2017 Change

Female 
(percentage)

Male 
(percentage)

Percentage 
point 

difference

Female 
(percentage)

Male 
(percentage)

Percentage 
point 

difference

Percentage 
point 

difference

East Asia and Pacific 34.7 37.8 3.2 34.1 39.9 5.8 +2.7

Europe and Central 
Asia 

52.8 61.0 8.2 57.8 60.7 2.9 -5.3

Latin America and 
Caribbean 

27.5 32.7 5.2 28.5 32.4 4.0 -1.2

Middle East and North 
Africa 

.. .. .. 21.0 34.4 .. ..

North America 78.8 78.4 0.4* 68.0 64.7 3.4* +3.0*

South Asia 7.2 13.0 5.9 11.8 19.0 -7.1 -1.3

Sub-Saharan Africa 18.4 23.4 5.0 21.2 28.5 7.3 +2.3

World 31.1 35.5 4.5 31.7 37.0 5.3 +0.8

Source: World Bank (2019b). 

*: Indicates a gender gap in favour of women.

Figure 9: Availability of mobile money services, by region, 2002-2018 
(Number of services)

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

2002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Africa (excluding North Africa) East Asia and Paci�c South Asia
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Gender-disaggregated data at the coun-

try level reveal a diverse picture (see fig-

ures 11–13), with gender gaps in Africa 

ranging from a percentage difference of 

90.2 in favour of men (Ethiopia) to 42.6 

in favour of women (Tunisia) for the pro-

portion of people with mobile money ac-

counts (World Bank 2019b). The varia-

tion between these countries is extensive, 

but not necessarily related to the levels of 

mobile money accounts.

Gender gap calculations have not been in-

cluded for countries that had a zero figure 

for male or female mobile money accounts.

As the overall percentage of adults with 

mobile money accounts increases, the 

gender gap decreases. Uptake of mobile 

money accounts among men is also high-

er in Africa than in the rest of the world, 

as demonstrated by the 36 African coun-

tries included in the 2019 study for the 

World Bank Global Financial Inclusion 

database. This is supported by the nar-

rowing gender gaps described in previous 

sections and could, to some extent, re-

flect a lag effect, where women’s uptake 

is slower than men’s in the initial phases, 

but a catch-up effect occurs at later stag-

es (World Bank 2019b).

Figure 10: Mobile money regulatory index, 2021 (0-100)
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Figure 11: Mobile money accounts by gender for person over the age of 15 (Percentage)
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Figure 12: Men over 15 years of age who had a mobile money account in 2017 and the 
gender gaps, 35 African countries (Percentage)
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In many African countries, gender inequal-

ity is less pronounced with mobile money 

than with formal accounts held with finan-

cial institutions. Further comparison of 

data on formal financial accounts and mo-

bile money accounts from the World Bank 

Global Financial Inclusion dataset shows 

that gender gaps were higher for formal fi-

nancial accounts in 24 of 34 African coun-

tries in 2014 and 24 of 36 countries in 

2017 (World Bank, 2019b).

Figure 13: Women who had a mobile money account in 2017 and the gender gaps, 35 
African countries (Percentage)

y = -0.7246x + 42.482
R² = 0.1773

-60

-40

-20

0

20

40

60

80

100

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Source: World Bank (2019b).



3Prerequisite 
skills in digital 

and financial 
literacy

Key issues: prerequisites

Levels of prerequisite skills in digital and 

financial literacy are very low in most Af-

rican countries, yet they are vital for build-

ing an enabling framework for digital and 

ICT services. As outlined in the previous 

chapter, to close gender gaps and empow-

er women it is vital to provide an enabling 

framework and to ensure a developed skill 

base for financial literacy.

•	 The proportion of women in North 

Africa with digital finance skills 

doubled from 12.5 per cent in 2014 

to 25.7 per cent in 2018, which 

was close to the global average of 

27.7 per cent.

•	 In Africa as a whole, approximately 

12 per cent of women have sufficient 

digital finance-related ICT skills, 

which is below the global average. 

Capacity development programmes 

are therefore clearly needed to en-

hance digital finance skills.

•	 Globally, a third of adults are finan-

cially literate. The poorest people, 

those with lower levels of educa-

tion and women tend to have the 

least financial knowledge.

•	 To improve financial literacy, it is es-

sential to increase financial knowl-

edge, improve attitudes and be-

haviours and develop programmes 

2323
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that build digital finance skills in 

many African countries. It is also 

essential to address the pace and 

scope of such programmes and 

their impact.

•	 Sub-Saharan Africa was below the 

global average in both 2015 and 

2018, at 15.5 per cent and 16.1 per 

cent, respectively, and experienced 

a slight decline in the number of 

students graduating from science, 

technology, engineering and math-

ematics programmes in the same 

period.

•	 There is a clear need to collect addi-

tional and appropriate gender-dis-

aggregated data that can be used 

to support the design and refine-

ment of country-specific policies.

Gender gaps have been observed in dig-
ital connectivity and digital access, and 
divides can translate into digital illiteracy 
and skill disparities, which can exist along 
the entire digitalization continuum. 
Science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics form the cornerstone of 
digitalization and the subsequent uptake 
and use of digital finance tools, platforms 
and services.

The possession of digital and financial 
skills significantly influences compe-
tence in the use of digital finance tools 
and the extent to which those tools are 
used. In the fields of science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics, it is cru-
cial to apply logical and critical thinking 

and problem-solving and skills and to 
have the capacity to interpret, translate 
and adapt technical ideas and concepts. 
Given that digitalization and digital 
finance are rooted in the principles of 
science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics, it is important to under-
stand the underlying literacy and skills 
challenges in order to effectively develop 
capacity in the digital finance domain.

Digital and financial literacy and skills 
are prerequisites for the uptake and use 
of digital finance tools. Digital literacy 
and skills facilitate the digitalization of 
finance, as they underpin the design of 
online tools, platforms and services that 
are more accessible, and the develop-
ment of digital applications and soft-
ware that are easier to understand and 
more intuitive. Whereas financial liter-
acy and skills facilitate understanding of 
the financial aspects of digital finance. 
Boosting financial literacy and skills 
empowers women to access financial 
content, to dissect, distil and choose 
relevant financial products and services, 
and to perform finance-related trans-
actions using such tools, platforms and 
services.

Financial literacy is relatively poor in 
the majority of African countries. In the 
Standard and Poor’s 2015 Global Finan-
cial Literacy Survey, African countries 
were ranked lower than the rest of the 
world for financial literacy. The most 
financially literate African country was 
Botswana, with 51 per cent of the pop-
ulation regarded as financially literate, 
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and the least was Somalia, with 15 per 
cent (Klapper, Lusardi and van Oudheus-
den, 2015).

3.1. Digital skills and the 
application of digital 
knowledge

A minimum level of digital and technical 

literacy and skills is needed to maximize 

the returns on efforts to increase access 

to digital finance tools, platforms and ser-

vices. This includes understanding digi-

tal hardware and software and enabling 

the set-up, use and maintenance of those 

tools, platforms and services. Such skills 

are relevant for consumers (who are the 

end users), client entities, designers and 

developers.

3.1.1. Information and 
communications technology skill 
levels
Digital skill levels can be described as ei-

ther basic, standard and advanced skills, 

depending on the specific ICT operations, 

activities and tasks that one can perform 

with those skills (see figure 14). Although 

there is a general consensus on the defi-

nitions of basic digital skills, there are 

no agreed definitions for standard or in-

termediate digital skills (Sey and Hafkin, 

2019). The International Telecommuni-

cation Union has grouped ICT skills into 

these three broad categories, which are 

also used to monitor progress towards 

Goal  4, indicator 4.4.1, which addresses 

the proportion of young people and adults 

with ICT skills by skill level (International 

Telecommunication Union, 2022). The or-

ganization calculates a value for basic skills 

by taking the highest value of the available 

recent data for: copying or moving a file or 

folder; using copy and paste tools to du-

plicate or move information within a doc-

ument; sending emails with attached files; 

or transferring files between a computer 

and other devices. For standard skills, it 

takes the highest value for: using basic 

arithmetic formulae in a spreadsheet; con-

necting and installing new devices; creat-

ing electronic presentations with presen-

tation software; and finding, downloading, 

installing and configuring software. For 

advanced skills, the organization takes the 

highest value for: writing a computer pro-

gram using a specialized programming lan-

guage (International Telecommunication 

Union, 2019c).

To harness digital finance-related technol-

ogies, it is considered that a combination 

of basic and standard ICT skills is needed. 

Advanced skills, though not necessary for 

everyday use of digital finance-related 

technologies, are perhaps more relevant 

for teams developing digital finance-relat-

ed technologies and algorithms (see chap-

ter  V), as they are related to designing, 

developing and delivering digital finance 

tools, platforms and services. In the pres-

ent report, the focus is on basic and stan-

dards skills (with some insights relevant 

to advanced skills), which are crucial for 

the inclusion of women in developing ap-

propriate digital finance-related technol-

ogies, with a view to using digital finance 

to more fully promote women’s economic 

empowerment.
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3.1.1.1. Gaps in information and 
communications technology skills
Global data indicates that the gender skills 

gap has decreased for basic, standard and 

advanced ICT skills since 2015, with men 

and women having reported similar skill 

levels in 2019. Figure 15 shows Interna-

tional Telecommunication Union data on 

ICT skill types for men and women, from 

2014 to 2019. According to the latest fig-

ures, 50 per cent of men and 49 per cent of 

women had basic skills; 32 per cent of men 

and 32 per cent of women had standard 

skills; and 6 per cent of men and 3 per cent 

of women had advanced skills.

These global trends are not echoed at the 

regional or subregional levels, however. 

In North Africa, the proportion of wom-

en and men with basic and standard ICT 

skills has increased significantly, while the 

proportion with advanced ICT skills has 

remained largely the same. In sub-Saha-

ran Africa, the proportion of people with 

ICT skills at each of the three levels has 

significantly decreased, with gender gaps 

remaining in favour of men. The widening 

of the gender gap in North Africa and the 

reduction in the proportion of women with 

ICT skills in sub-Saharan Africa are a con-

cern. This seems to clearly indicate that Af-

Figure 14: Classification of information and communications technology skills
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Source: International Telecommunication Union (2022).
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rican countries need to address the issues 

of establishing a critical mass of people, in 

particular women, with relevant ICT skills 

to harness the benefits of digital finance.

3.1.1.2. Digital finance-related skills
Digital finance-related ICT skills have 

become significantly more widespread 

in some parts of the world, allowing the 

global average to rise from 18.1 per cent 

in 2014 to 24.2 per cent in 2018 (see fig-

ure 16). These skills can be considered a 

combination of basic and standard ICT 

skills, excluding the computer-based ac-

tivity “creating electronic presentations 

with presentation software”. All regions 

showed some improvement in digital fi-

nance-related skills for women between 

Figure 15: Proportion of men and women globally who have attained specific levels of 
information and communications technology skills (2014-2019)
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Notes: Data are not available for North America, the continent which, based on data from previous years, has the highest 
proportion of skilled women and men and the lowest gender skill gaps. No data are available for Africa for 2019, which might 
explain the increase in global average skills in 2019 and the further closing of the global gender skill gaps.
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2014 and 2018, except Europe, where 

the proportion declined by 11 percent-

age points. Worldwide, the proportion of 

women with relevant digital finance skills 

is increasing, while the gap between peo-

ple with the highest skill levels and those 

with the lowest is narrowing, causing the 

global average to increase and the gender 

skill gaps in various regions to narrow.

The proportion of women in North Africa 

with the aforementioned digital finance 

skills doubled from 12.5 per cent in 2014 

to 25.7 per cent in 2018, which is higher 

than the level in Latin America and the Ca-

ribbean and only slightly shy of the global 

average of 27.7 per cent. This represents 

the highest growth rate across all the re-

gions for which data were available.

In 2014, approximately 12 per cent of 

skilled women in Africa had digital fi-

nance-related ICT skills, which was below 

the global average. In 2018, the figure 

varied substantially among subregions, 

with countries in sub-Saharan Africa hav-

ing made less progress than countries in 

North Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa still has 

the lowest proportion of women with dig-

ital finance-related ICT skills in the world.

There is a clear need to develop digital 

finance training programmes in many Af-

rican countries and to address the pace, 

intensity and impact of such programmes. 

This can be facilitated by identifying the 

specific ICT activities that are lacking for 

each skill type and by providing targeted 

country-specific interventions to address 

the essential skills gaps in digital finance.

Figure 16: Global comparison of women’s digital finance-related information and 
communications technology skills, 2014 and 2018
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Note: Digital finance-related information and communications technology skills refers to all activities involving basic and 
standard information and communications technology skills except for the computer-based activity “creating electronic 
presentations with presentation software”. Data are taken from the 84 countries for which they are available. North America is 
excluded. The geographical classification is based on the “Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use” of the Statistics 
Division of the United Nations Secretariat.
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3.1.1.3. Application of digital finance 
knowledge and skills
North Africa has a much higher propor-

tion of women with digital finance-related 

skills than the rest of Africa (see figure 17). 

Although some of the most important ICT 

activities (application of skills) that are 

required to harness digital finance tools, 

platforms and services are lacking, overall 

capacity in North Africa is still higher than 

in the rest of Africa. Of the ICT activities 

shown in figure 17, which are essential 

for digital finance, the four activities that 

can be considered the most important in 

terms of harnessing digital finance are 

the least widespread among women in 

sub-Saharan Africa.

The least common ICT skills in Sub-Saha-

ran Africa include “finding, downloading, 

installing and configuring software” (6.8 

per cent), which is required to access on-

line applications and mobile applications 

related to digital finance tools; “using a 

basic arithmetic formulae in a spread-

sheet” (7.6 per cent), which is required 

Figure 17: Proportion of skilled women in Africa with digital finance-related information and 
communications technology skills
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for personal financial management and 

accounting of income and expenditure; 

“connecting and installing new devices” 

(8.9 per cent), which is necessary to set up 

hardware to support digital finance plat-

forms; and “sending emails with attached 

files” (11 per cent), which is required to ap-

ply for financial products and services that 

are offered through digital platforms. All 

these ICT skills can be considered essen-

tial for using digital finance technologies. 

Efforts to improve digital finance skills 

among women in Africa should also focus 

on these ICT activities as part of targeted 

interventions to promote women’s en-

gagement with digital finance.

3.2. Financial literacy and 
knowledge

3.2.1. Measuring financial literacy
Financial literacy is vital to ensuring finan-

cial inclusion. Financial knowledge pro-

vides the basis for understanding techni-

cal financial terminology – such as interest 

rates, return on investment and other fun-

damental financial concepts that underpin 

personal financial management – and for 

evaluating financial products and services 

based on one’s personal financial situa-

tion. Unfortunately, comparative global 

data on financial literacy are limited. While 

some surveys have been conducted over 

extended periods of time, they have been 

conducted on an irregular basis and tend 

to be limited to selected countries. Direct-

ly analysing financial literacy in African 

countries compared with a global baseline 

is therefore quite difficult. Nevertheless, 

existing surveys can provide an indication 

of what needs to be done to measure digi-

tal literacy across Africa and an indication 

of performance measures and the current 

status of women’s financial literacy in oth-

er countries and regions of the world.

The National Financial Literacy and Inclu-

sion Survey conducted by the Internation-

al Network on Financial Education – an 

initiative created by the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) – is one such data source on finan-

cial literacy that indicates financial literacy 

based on combined scores for knowledge, 

attitudes and behaviour. Overall levels of 

financial literacy for these three indicators 

were found to be relatively low across all 

countries included. Data from the 2016 

survey show a global financial literacy 

score of 13.2 (63 per cent) for both sexes 

combined (OECD, 2016). The study was 

conducted on 30 economies, 17 of which 

were OECD members. African countries, 

however, were largely excluded from coun-

try-specific analysis. In the report based 

on the study, financial knowledge, atti-

tudes and behaviour are classified based 

on understanding of several financial con-

cepts, perspectives on financial attitudes 

and tendencies towards certain financial 

behaviours. Some countries with relatively 

high levels of basic financial knowledge do 

not score highly for financial literacy owing 

to their low scores for financial behaviour.

For financial knowledge, an average of 

56 per cent of adults across participating 

countries and economies achieved the 

minimum target score. The report indicat-
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ed that many people struggled with basic 

concepts such as compound interest and 

diversification and highlighted the diffi-

culties people therefore faced in making 

informed product choices. About 61 per 

cent of men achieved the minimum target 

score compared with 51 per cent of wom-

en. Further statistical analysis indicated 

that knowledge scores were significantly 

lower for women than for men after con-

trolling for country-level differences, age 

and education. In addition, budgeting was 

not a priority for many and there was a 

tendency to focus on the short term.

The Group of Twenty Financial Inclusion 

Indicators, originally developed by the 

Global Partnership for Financial Inclusion 

and endorsed by the Group of Twenty, 

build on the International Network on 

Financial Education initiative. Financial 

knowledge is one of the categories in the 

indicators and is measured based on a 

person’s understanding of basic financial 

concepts such as inflation, interest rates, 

compound interest, the money illusion, 

risk diversification and the main purpose 

of insurance. Although data are available 

only for a limited number of countries, the 

data highlight ongoing and emerging glob-

al initiatives that African countries can join 

to better understand the situation in their 

own countries in relation to global and re-

gional trends in financial inclusion and fi-

nancial literacy (World Bank, 2020).

Although the global data and analysis 

can provide some form of high-level pol-

icy recommendations on how to address 

financial literacy by improving financial 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviour, they 

do not provide insights into regional chal-

lenges for Africa and they do not include 

in-depth analysis to help to identify coun-

try-specific challenges. The survey does, 

however, demonstrate practical ways to 

measure financial literacy, and it provides 

insight into the common challenges that 

many countries are facing. This includes 

addressing low levels of financial knowl-

edge among women, both as a common 

national challenge and a collective glob-

al challenge. African countries can learn 

from such global initiatives to develop 

their national-level surveys to determine 

financial literacy while addressing the in-

clusion of their countries in such global 

survey initiatives.

3.2.2. Financial knowledge across 
Africa
The Standard and Poor’s Ratings Ser-

vices Global Financial Literacy Survey also 

builds on early initiatives by the Interna-

tional Network on Financial Education, the 

World Bank reports on financial capability, 

the household survey programmes of the 

World Bank and other national survey 

initiatives for which information was col-

lected on financial literacy. The Standard 

and Poor’s survey was based on questions 

added to the Gallup World Poll, conduct-

ed in 2014, which surveyed more than 

150,000 internationally representative 

and randomly selected adults from more 

than 140 economies. Financial literacy 

was measured based on basic knowledge 

of four fundamental concepts in financial 

decision-making: knowledge of interest 

rates, interest compounding, inflation and 
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risk diversification. Figure 18 shows the 

overall levels of financial literacy for adults 

across African countries, as measured in 

the survey in 2015, for both women and 

men. Of the 34 African countries, 12 were 

above the global average of 37 per cent for 

financial literacy and 19 were above the 

continental average of 33 per cent.

The survey results showed that only one 

in three adults globally were financially 

literate. Gaps in financial knowledge were 

more common among women, among 

respondents with lower levels of educa-

tion and among respondents from poor-

er backgrounds. Large variations among 

countries and groups existed across de-

veloping economies and across countries 

with well-developed financial markets and 

education and training systems (Klapper, 

Lusardi and van Oudheusden, 2015). In 

all countries, people with relatively high 

financial literacy tended to display cer-

tain common traits. For instance, adults 

who used formal financial services such 

as bank accounts and credit cards gener-

ally displayed higher financial knowledge, 

regardless of their income. Even those in 

lower income brackets and poor people 

who had a bank account were more likely 

to be financially literate than poor people 

without a bank account. Meanwhile, those 

in higher-income brackets who used cred-

it generally had better financial skills than 

those in the same high-income brackets 

who did not. Overall, the relationship be-

tween financial knowledge and financial 

services may exhibit dual causality: on the 

one hand, higher financial literacy may 

lead to broader financial inclusion, while 

on the other, operating an account or us-

ing a credit may deepen consumers’ finan-

cial skills (Klapper, Lusardi and van Oud-

heusden, 2015).

In-depth surveys on financial literacy can 

guide interventions as part of a broader, 

targeted financial literacy and skills strat-

Figure 18: Financially literate adults in Africa, by country, 2015
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egy for African countries. Surveys that 

include gender and other demographic 

elements can also help to dissect specif-

ic challenges faced by women in relation 

to financial knowledge, attitudes and be-

haviour that are innate to a country or are 

widespread across a subregion. Such sur-

veys also provide a baseline and perfor-

mance indicators for improving financial 

literacy over time, especially as part of a 

broader set of measures to address wom-

en’s economic empowerment through 

digital finance.

3.3. Tertiary education 
and training in science, 
technology, engineering 
and mathematics as the 
cornerstone for digital literacy 
and skills

People with a science, technology, engi-

neering and mathematics background are 

more likely to embrace digital finance. It 

is not surprising that tertiary and special-

ized education in science, technology, en-

gineering and mathematics helps those 

who wish to work in advanced digital fi-

nance-related areas, such as the develop-

ment of digital finance technologies, but it 

also significantly enhances the digital and 

financial capacity of consumers of digital 

finance tools, platforms and services. Al-

though education and knowledge do not 

necessarily translate into behaviour and 

skills, both digital and financial knowledge 

are pillars of digital and financial literacy, 

as outlined in the previous section. 

3.3.1. Education and training in 
science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics

3.3.1.1. Early interest in science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics leading to digital and 
financial literacy
In a survey by Microsoft, girls in Europe 

reported that they had become interest-

ed in science, technology, engineering 

and mathematics between the ages of 11 

and 12 (Microsoft Corporation, 2017).  

Although this is well below the age of fi-

nancial consumerism and capital owner-

ship in many countries, such early inter-

est and curiosity can provide a basis for 

more formal literacy and skills to develop 

over time. Increasingly, many teenagers 

are confronted with financial decisions 

and are consumers of financial services. 

As they move into adulthood, the services 

they consume become increasingly com-

plex and they face risks in the financial 

marketplace (OECD, 2020). Since a better 

knowledge and understanding of financial 

concepts and financial risks can improve 

financial decision-making among adults 

and young people, financial literacy is now 

globally recognized as an essential life skill.

African countries need to introduce chil-

dren to digital finance at an early age and 

ensure that the children become engaged 

in it so that Africa can achieve levels of dig-

ital finance literacy similar to that of other 

regions of the world, where financial liter-

acy education starts at an early age. The 

results of the Programme for Internation-
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al Student Assessment8 in 2018 showed 

that 73 per cent of 15-year-old students 

across OECD member countries report-

ed that they had bought something online 

(either alone or with a family member) in 

the 12 months prior to the assessment. 

About 39 per cent of students reported 

that they had made a payment using a 

mobile phone during that period (OECD, 

2020). The survey also showed that boys 

were more likely than girls to have en-

gaged in these digital financial activities, 

and that advantaged students were more 

likely to have done so than disadvantaged 

students. Confidence in using such digi-

tal financial services was associated with 

stronger financial literacy. Around 94 

per cent of students reported obtaining 

information about money matters from 

their parents, guardians or other adult 

relations – their most common source 

of information. Furthermore, approxi-

mately four in five students reported that 

they could independently decide what to 

spend their money on (OECD, 2020).

3.3.1.2. Formal literacy and specialized 
education in science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics
Regarding tertiary education in science, 

technology, engineering and mathemat-

ics, prospects vary across Africa. Based 

on educational data collected by the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 

figure 19 shows graduates of science, 

8 Run by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the Programme for International Student 
Assessment measures the ability of 15-year-old children in formal education to use their reading, mathematics 
and science knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges. Students’ knowledge and skills are tested directly. To 
date, the majority of African countries have never participated. For a list of all countries and economies that have 
participated, see www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/pisa-participants.htm.

technology, engineering and mathemat-

ics programmes as a percentage of to-

tal graduates, by African subregion and 

worldwide. In North Africa, there was a 

notable increase in this percentage, from 

30.3 per cent in 2015 (compared with a 

global average of 21.5 per cent) to 38.7 

per cent in 2018 (well above the global 

average of 22.3 per cent). This can be at-

tributed to the immense efforts made by 

individual countries. For example, in Mo-

rocco in 2017, 45.3 per cent of science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics 

graduates from tertiary education were 

women, compared with 51.31 per cent of 

graduates in non-science, technology, en-

gineering and mathematics programmes 

(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2022).

Sub-Saharan Africa was below the global 

average in both 2015 and 2018, at 17.5 

per cent and 16.1 per cent, respectively. 

The subregion also experienced a slight 

decline in the number of students grad-

uating from science, technology, engi-

neering and mathematics programmes 

in the same period, despite a slight in-

crease globally. This trend is concerning 

for sub-Saharan Africa and does not bode 

well for the prospects of increasing the 

proportion of people with advanced digi-

tal and financial literacy across the region. 

The low and declining levels of special-

ized science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics expertise may inhibit de-

mand for digital finance tools, platforms 



35

3. Prerequisite skills in digital and financial literacy

Digital Finance: A Pathway to Women’s Economic Empowerment in Africa

and services and the supply of skilled per-

sonnel to develop and deliver innovative 

digital finance technologies.

Gender-disaggregated statistics on sci-

ence, technology, engineering and math-

ematics graduates reveal disparities 

across Africa (figure 20). North Africa has 

remained above the global average, with 

the percentage of women graduates in 

those fields increasing from 49.9 per cent 

in 2015 to 56.8 per cent in 2018, thereby 

surpassing the gender parity threshold 

for science, technology, engineering and 

Figure 19: Graduates of science, technology, engineering and mathematics programmes as a 
percentage of total graduates, by African subregion and worldwide  (Percentage)
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Figure 20: Female graduates of science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
programmes 
(Percentage of all graduates)
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mathematics graduates. The rest of the 

continent has remained below the glob-

al average and has slipped even further 

away from parity, with a slight decrease 

from 30.1 per cent in 2015 to 28.1 per 

cent in 2018.

Given that data are inconsistent for each 

country and that some countries have 

incomplete time series data, the data in 

figure 20 are shown at the regional level, 

with numbers aggregated and average 

percentages shown. Despite this, the vari-

ations for North Africa can be attributed 

to the limited number of countries for 

which there are annual data. Nonethe-

less, countries in North Africa have made 

positive progress over the years. For ex-

ample, in Algeria, the percentage of wom-

en science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics graduates at the tertiary 

level reached 58.2 per cent in 2018, com-

pared with 53.6 per cent in 2015 (UNES-

CO Institute for Statistics, 2022).
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Key issues: risks

•	 About 43 per cent of African men 

have a formal financial account, 

compared with only 33 per cent of 

African women.

•	 Digital finance can disproportion-

ately benefit African women by 

reducing their time poverty and 

strengthening their decision-mak-

ing power in households.

•	 In Kenya, when women-headed 

households adopted mobile money 

accounts, poverty dropped, savings 

rose and more than 185,000 wom-

en left agricultural jobs for more 

reliable, higher-paying positions in 

business or retail.

•	 There is growing evidence across 

several African countries that a 

large proportion of digital borrow-

ers make late repayments or default.

•	 The low proportion of women in 

formal employment and their lim-

ited access to productive assets, 

compared with men, are among the 

many factors that exclude women 

from conventional financial institu-

tions and the products offered by 

such institutions.

Risks to 
financial 

inclusion and 
access to credit

3737
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•	 Policymakers should be mindful 

of corporations that make credit 

available without conducting thor-

ough credit controls or credit ref-

erence checks and should ensure 

that lenders are conducting due 

diligence and fulfilling their duty of 

care, especially to people who are 

already in vulnerable situations.

•	 Across Africa, there is an inverse 

correlation between women’s sav-

ings and gender gaps – the more 

women save, the smaller the gen-

der gaps are.

•	 Countries with high levels of mo-

bile money uptake seem to have re-

duced savings gender gaps.

Financial practices can play a significant 

role in creating or sustaining economic and 

social barriers for women. Financial man-

agement, decision-making patterns and 

other financial behaviours can disadvan-

tage women or hinder opportunities for 

women’s economic empowerment. There 

are many barriers to women’s financial in-

clusion that are specific to regions, coun-

tries or groupings of people that include 

women. Financial practices are sometimes 

engrained in cultural and social norms, 

such as the notion that male heads of 

households alone are in a position to make 

decisions on household finances, while 

female heads of households are left with 

budgeting. Some of these assumptions and 

practices can have positive or negative ef-

fects, which would largely depend on each 

household’s specific situation and context.

4.1. Financial inclusion and 
digital finance

It is estimated that 1.7 billion people 

around the world are excluded from con-

ventional financial systems, which exac-

erbates their vulnerability and their mar-

ginalization from productive sectors and 

formal employment. Access to finance by 

all segments of the population is essential 

to address poverty and inequality. It is es-

timated that 43 per cent of African men 

have a formal financial account, compared 

with only 33 per cent of African women 

(Demirgüç-Kunt and others, 2018). Fi-

nancial inclusion initiatives are address-

ing such gender gaps, with digital finance 

playing a key role in providing access to 

services for the unbanked.

Approximately two thirds of all unbanked 

adults in the world – 1.1 billion people – 

owned a mobile phone in 2017 (Demirgüç-

Kunt and others, 2018). Those unbanked 

adults could manage savings and payments 

and access credit and insurance from their 

phones, which would allow them to better 

plan their irregular income streams and 

Financial  
inclusion and access 

to credit
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recover from economic shocks and natu-

ral disasters. It also gives them access to 

new ways of earning a living through their 

access to financial products and services. 

As is already the case in several countries, 

such services allow governments to pay 

benefits, customers to pay businesses, and 

employers to pay salaries, commissions 

and other benefits (International Telecom-

munication Union, 2019a). Women in par-

ticular are often unable to access formal 

financial institutions and are unbanked. 

Nevertheless, they are finding solutions to 

their financial needs and achieving finan-

cial inclusion through such digital finance 

initiatives.

4.1.1. Sensible access to reliable 
finance

4.1.1.1. Women’s financial inclusion and 
digital finance
Digital finance offers several benefits that 

are not available from formal financial ac-

counts and that empower women. First, 

digital finance is a practical and affordable 

vehicle for financial resources that already 

exist. This administrative and logistical 

role can reduce costs and save time, thus 

disproportionately benefiting the liveli-

hoods and business operations of women. 

Because it is discreet, digital finance can 

offer women more financial control, and 

the transaction statements could also help 

women to qualify for credit, give them an 

overview of their business operations, and 

provide better evidence of household and 

business transactions, all of which can help 

women to expand their businesses and in-

crease their productivity and incomes.

Digital finance has the potential to provide 

and increase social and monetary benefits, 

such as by allowing friends, relatives and 

others to send funds quickly to women to 

cover unexpected expenses. Digital finance 

could also provide better evidence of pay-

ments from employers and others who have 

legal obligations to women, who are more 

vulnerable to financial mistreatment by 

those seeking to avoid paying what is owed. 

Furthermore, digital finance can benefit Af-

rican women by reducing, for example, geo-

graphical or time-constraint barriers and by 

increasing decision-making power within 

households. This is the case for recipients 

of benefits such as social welfare and pen-

sion payments in the Niger (Aker and oth-

ers, 2016). If there are appropriate levels of 

regulation, transfers can often be received 

simply with a mobile phone.

Sector-specific digital finance initiatives 

can benefit women, improve their liveli-

hoods and allow more of them to enter 

the formal workforce. Female farmers, 

for example, can benefit from the security 

and convenience of digital payments for 

agricultural sales and purchases, while the 

digitization of agribusiness supply chains 

can help them to build up their payment 

histories, expand access to credit and in-

surance and boost small-scale farming 

operations (Klapper, 2019). In Kenya, for 

instance, “when women-headed house-

holds adopted mobile money accounts, 

poverty dropped, savings rose, and more 

than 185,000 women left agricultural jobs 

for more reliable, higher-paying positions 

in business or retail” (Bill and Melina Gates 

Foundation, 2019).
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The implementation of financial inclusion 

strategies is important. In the annual re-

port of the National Bank of Ethiopia for 

2018/2019, it was stated that the imple-

mentation of the Bank’s financial inclu-

sion strategy had resulted in increased 

financial intermediation and expanded 

the use of digital money and new financial 

products. This further improved access to 

finance and financial inclusion for a broad-

er segment of the population that had not 

benefited from modern financial services 

(National Bank of Ethiopia, n.d.). 

It is equally important to promote financial 

inclusion and access to credit for women 

through the financing of local government. 

The Government of the United Republic 

of Tanzania, for instance, passed the Lo-

cal Government Authorities Financial Act 

(2018), which requires local authorities 

to assign 10 per cent of the revenue they 

collect to granting interest-free loans to 

registered groups of women (4 per cent), 

young people (4 per cent) and persons 

with disabilities (2 per cent) (United Re-

public of Tanzania, 2019).

4.1.1.2. Risks with digital finance access
One of the most important aspects of dig-

ital finance and financial inclusion is the 

expansion of credit to groups that are 

considered to be already disadvantaged 

or vulnerable. Evidence on the impact of 

measures to expand financial access to 

such groups is mixed (Mader, 2018).  For 

example, the literature indicates that mi-

crocredit have failed to reduce inequal-

ity and have even made it worse overall 

(Bateman, 2019).  This is because of the 

vicious circle of over indebtedness, busi-

ness turf wars, structural gender disem-

powerment, rising inequality, sustained 

low productivity, stagnant informality, the 

“crowding-out” of productive small formal 

businesses, financial volatility and a lack of 

demand for micro-businesses.

Evidence from Kenya and the United Re-

public of Tanzania indicates that a large 

proportion of digital borrowers make late 

repayments or default on their repay-

ments. The Consultative Group to Assist 

the Poor analysed more than 1,000 digital 

borrowers in both countries with an av-

erage loan size below $15. About 50 per 

cent of digital borrowers in Kenya and 56 

per cent in the United Republic of Tanzania 

had repaid a loan late, with 12 per cent and 

31 per cent, respectively, having defaulted. 

In the United Republic of Tanzania, sup-

ply-side data for digital credit transactions 

show that 17 per cent of the loans granted 

in the sample period were in default and 

that at the end of the sample period, 85 

per cent of active loans had not been paid 

within 90 days (Izaguirre, Kaffenberger 

and Mazer, 2018).

The idea that financial inclusion could help 

to smooth consumption is not always ap-

plicable. For instance, 20 per cent of dig-

ital borrowers in Kenya and 9 per cent in 

the United Republic of Tanzania reported 

that they had to reduce food purchases to 

repay a loan (Izaguirre, Kaffenberger and 

Mazer, 2018). Furthermore, fewer than 10 

per cent used digital credits for emergen-

cies, a finding that went against the theo-

retical argument that digital finance and 
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microcredits would smoothen liquidity in 

times of urgent need. It is also relevant to 

note that borrowers under the age of 25 

had higher-than-average default rates, 

even though they took smaller loans (Iza-

guirre, Kaffenberger and Mazer, 2018).

4.1.2. Financial vulnerability

4.1.2.1. Women in informal employment
The low proportion of women in formal 

employment and their limited access to 

productive assets, compared with men, 

are among the many factors that exclude 

them from conventional financial institu-

tions and their products. Disadvantaged 

and marginalized groups often have less 

access to these opportunities owing to a 

number of barriers, including costs, the 

knowledge and skills required and rigid so-

cial norms.

Insufficient incentives to do otherwise and 

time poverty force compel some women to 

become entrepreneurs in the services sec-

tor. Although women’s labour participation 

is higher in Africa than anywhere else in the 

world (approximately two thirds of all wom-

en work), only 20 per cent of African wom-

en receive a salary. Most of those who are 

working are either self-employed, or under-

employed in informal jobs (United Nations, 

Economic Commission for Africa, 2017).  

This can compound existing vulnerability 

and leave many women unable to access 

formal financial institutions. Faced with 

these barriers, many women are forced to 

seek alternative financial services and cred-

it, often informally, which can harm their al-

ready precarious financial situations.

4.1.2.2. Predatory lending
Stakeholders must be mindful of corpo-

rations that make credit available with-

out conducting thorough credit controls 

or credit reference checks, without con-

ducting due diligence or without fulfilling 

their duty of care. Because of such lending 

practices, decision makers should not nec-

essarily see digital finance as a solution to 

lift people out of poverty, but rather as a 

means to empower the financially exclud-

ed and broaden financial inclusion (Izagu-

irre, Kaffenberger and Mazer, 2018).

There are challenges to digital finance, es-

pecially on the credit side, where the poor-

est are attempting to meet increasingly 

urgent needs – in particular during the 

COVID-19 crisis. When credit accumula-

tion spirals out of control, poverty, hunger, 

ill health and premature death all increase. 

Therefore, to harness the digital revolu-

tion, policymakers must design various 

policy options to halt unsustainable lend-

ing practices by digital credit providers. It 

should be relatively easy to compel digital 

credit providers to make clear and simple 

information available. This information 

should outline the services, prices, costs 

and risks associated with the service being 

provided. It should also state consumers’ 

rights and outline responsibilities on both 

sides. This would ensure that due diligence 

is carried out when money is borrowed and 

when financial exchange services are used, 

thus ensuring that, even when new and 

innovative methods for financial inclusion 

are carried out through digital finance, a 

certain duty of care is maintained.
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In order to design and implement fu-

ture-proof and people-oriented policies, 

regulatory authorities must be given suf-

ficient resources and mandates to enable 

them to keep up with digital markets and 

transfers while keeping the financial sys-

tem secure. The objective of digital finance 

must be to identify investments, policies 

and regulations that maximize social and 

economic returns while minimizing poten-

tial harm to the most vulnerable (Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2019).

Donors can support the development of 

robust digital finance sectors across Africa 

by funding research relating to method-

ological innovations that would allow for 

the systematic collection of comparable 

contextual variables on personal financial 

circumstances and financial stocktaking. 

This would provide more valuable insights 

to policymakers as they seek to design and 

implement policies that are more efficient 

and that can improve the well-being of the 

poorest and most vulnerable people (Pers-

son and Hernandez, 2019), taking into ac-

count the needs of women and their lack 

of access to and ownership of traditional 

financial assets that are used as collateral.

The free and subsidized financing current-

ly used to expand the availability of dig-

ital credit products to people in poverty 

should be coupled with initiatives to help 

regulators better monitor financial credit 

markets, identify opportunities and risks, 

and promote responsible market devel-

opment. For instance, it would be useful 

to fund and assist regulators so that they 

can acquire tools to gather and analyse 

digital finance credit data at the custom-

er, provider and market levels. This would 

help regulators, providers, donors and 

other decision makers to better assess 

the opportunities and risks of digital cred-

it. Such data would also be useful to gen-

erate early-warning indicators on risky 

credit or the likelihood of credit default. 

Data collection for these purposes does 

not need to be expensive; as shown by 

research carried out by the Consultative 

Group to Assist the Poor in the United 

Republic of Tanzania, telephone surveys 

can be affordable and can provide data 

that are remarkably consistent with pro-

vider data. Additional investment may be 

needed, however, to ensure that data are 

consistent, complete and reliable (Izagu-

irre, Kaffenberger and Mazer, 2018), and 

provisions need to be made to ensure that 

data are disaggregated by sex and other 

demographic dimensions.

4.2. Savings as a vehicle for 
financial inclusion

Savings have proven to be associated with 

higher financial inclusion in many coun-

tries, especially for women, since savings 

give them greater access to credit. Gender 

gaps for savings – a crucial element of fi-

nancial inclusion – vary considerably from 

country to country. Figure 21 shows the 

number of adults, disaggregated by sex, 

who had savings in Africa in 2017. The gen-

der gaps vary from 16.6 per cent in favour 

of men in Togo to 2.2 per cent in favour of 

women in Mali. Five countries had a slight 

gender gap in favour of women and several 
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had small gaps in favour of men, but about 

half exhibited a gender gap of at least 10 

per cent (see figure 21).

4.2.1. Savings and gender 
differences
There is a clear correlation between wom-

en’s savings and gender gaps: the more 

women save, the narrower the gender 

gaps are. Gender-disaggregated correla-

tions (figures 22–25) indicate that, as men 

save more, gender gaps reduce very little. 

Together, the data suggest that women 

perform relatively well at saving compared 

with their performance for the other indi-

cators analysed above. The data also sup-

port the idea that promoting saving could 

be an important policy option to reduce 

gender inequality.

Figure 21: Persons over the age of 15 who saved any money in the previous year  
(Percentage)
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Note: The gender gap in the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Gabon, Guinea and Mali was in 
favour of women.
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Figure 22: Men over the age of 15 who saved money, by country, as a function of the  
gender gap (Percentage)

y = -0.0456x + 13.489
R² = 0.0039
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Figure 23: Women over the age of 15 who saved money, by country, as a function of the 
gender gap (Percentage)

y = -0.3182x + 25.841
R² = 0.1717
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There is a positive linear correlation be-

tween mobile money uptake and the pros-

pect of savings. There are strong positive 

correlations between “savings in the past 

year” and “uptake of mobile money ac-

counts”. This holds true for men and women.

Figure 24: Men who used mobile money services and men who saved money, by country 
(Percentage)

y = 0.3478x + 43.657
R² = 0.24
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Figure 25: Women who used mobile money services and women who saved money, by 
country (Percentage)

y = 0.3971x + 39.233
R² = 0.2571
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Gender gaps are widest when savings are 

formalized at financial institutions. For-

mal savings at financial institutions are 

less prevalent among women. Men’s sav-

ings at financial institutions were higher 

than women’s in almost all African coun-

tries in 2017, with high gender gaps in the 

majority of countries (see figure 26).

Figure 26: Persons over the age of 15 who saved at a financial institution in the 12 months 
prior to answering the survey (Percentage)
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Key issues: barriers

•	 Digital finance has the potential to 

facilitate women’s economic em-

powerment by improving financial 

inclusion, but barriers persist in the 

form of social and cultural norms.

•	 Although African countries have 

seen the highest growth in credit 

reporting systems over the past de-

cade, in some countries, fewer than 

8 per cent of adults are covered by 

such systems.

•	 Credit scoring can have an inherent 

bias that undermines gender and 

financial inclusion owing to design 

limitations and a lack of foresight in 

programming.

•	 Gender in for borrowing in Africa 

are lower in countries where more 

women borrow money to start, op-

erate or expand a farm or a business.

47

Barriers and 
disparities 

in financial 
products and 

services
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Negative social norms, biases and dis-

parities can influence the supply of and 

demand for financial products and ser-

vices. Consumer demand among women 

is sometimes low because of social factors, 

which affects the range of products and 

services made available to women in gen-

eral. The economics of market forces are 

therefore driven by wider negative social 

norms and stereotypes.

While many biases may be accidental, 

circumstantial or subconscious, they can 

also be created unwittingly based on eco-

nomic supply and demand in terms of or-

ganizational profits and return on invest-

ment. Nonetheless, unconscious bias can 

become engrained in product and service 

design, marketing and profitability, which 

can become institutionalized over time. 

This can result in women being disadvan-

taged or excluded from financial systems 

more than men, leading to structural and 

power dynamics that have cumulative ef-

fects on women.

Although digital finance can facilitate 

women’s economic empowerment 

through improved financial inclusion, bar-

riers persist in the form of social and cul-

tural norms. In a review of the literature on 

social norms, Abekah-Nkrumah and Law-

son (2020) found that, in Burkina Faso, re-

source allocation and gender differences 

in the household could be explained solely 

by differences in positions created by so-

cial norms, without resorting to any as-

sumptions of innate differences in prefer-

ences or power between men and women. 

The failure to reflect evolving community 

norms and social institutions in any em-

pirical analysis of women’s empowerment 

could therefore make the results incom-

plete or misleading (Abekah-Nkrumah 

and Lawson, 2020). 

Policy and regulatory interventions to pro-

mote financial inclusion for women must 

take into account how financial practic-

es, social and cultural norms and financial 

products and services obstruct women’s 

empowerment. The impact of those fac-

tors can then be addressed through a gen-

der-specific lens. The inclusion of women 

in all spheres of the financial sector can be 

achieved only by promoting a financial reg-

ulatory environment that fosters pro-in-

clusion market forces while limiting the 

impact of negative financial practices and 

social norms. Furthermore, digital finance 

can provide the necessary levels of arbi-

tration even as intermediary service de-

livery interfaces are removed, which could 

reduce the prominence of non-relevant 

personal details, including gender and oth-

er social differences, that could give rise to 

discriminatory treatment in the process-

ing of exchanging goods and services.

Financial  
products and  

services
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5.1. Financial credit reporting 
systems

During the 2010s, it was in African coun-

tries that credit reporting systems ex-

panded the most (World Bank Group, 

2019).  Nevertheless, although 122 coun-

tries around the world reported having 

a credit registry in 2018, Africa was still 

the region with the lowest percentage of 

adults covered. Subregional differences 

were also identified within Africa. North 

Africa, for instance, had 18.11 per cent 

coverage, while coverage in the rest of 

Africa was well behind, at 7.02 per cent.9 

Financial institutions depend on financial 

credit reporting systems that rank and 

rate a client’s reliability in terms of loan 

repayment. These systems are used to 

develop credit reference databases, with 

pre-determined algorithms and calcula-

tions used to determine financial risk by 

categorizing clients’ creditworthiness 

based on their credit history, that is, their 

borrowing and repayment history. Be-

cause data on credit profiling and scoring 

are so limited, it is difficult to fully distil the 

gender and credit scoring situation in Af-

rican countries. Analysis of existing credit 

systems and their operation, however, may 

provide some insights into the challenges 

faced by countries as similar systems are 

introduced across regions.

9 See the World Bank Group and PwC (2019) and the data on “domestic credit to private sector by banks (% of 
GDP)” in the World Bank Group (2022).

5.1.1. Credit scoring may lead to 
financial exclusion in Africa

5.1.1.1. Gender disparity in credit scores 
and credit decisions
In North Africa, credit bureaux improved 

their coverage by between 5 and 15 per-

centage points from 2012 to 2017. Al-

though only 23 countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa reported having credit bureaux 

(World Bank Group, 2019),  many others 

were beginning to introduce credit scor-

ing as a value-added service to banks and 

other financial institutions to support 

their ability to assess the creditworthi-

ness of potential borrowers (World Bank 

Group, 2019).  The International Finance 

Corporation is working with several Af-

rican countries to help them to establish 

credit bureaux and registries to support 

financial inclusion (International Finance 

Corporation, n.d.).

Individualized credit scoring components 

can lead to bias against women. Credit 

scores are calculated using data on finan-

cial, residential, employment and marital 

status, among other factors. TransUnion, 

which operates in more than 30 countries 

and is present in parts of Africa, combines 

key elements into a credit score typical-

ly ranging from 300 to 850, with a higher 

number indicating a better credit score 

(TransUnion, n.d.). The inclusion of some 

components, however, can be misleading. 

For example, women who are married, hold 

a joint account or are financially associated 

with a man are sometimes misrepresented 
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as financial dependants or assumed not to 

be the financial head of the household.

The outcomes of credit decisions are not 

necessarily equal for men and women and 

can have negative effects on women. A 

study by the University of Edinburgh Busi-

ness School found that the inclusion of 

gender in credit scoring models improved 

women’s chances of obtaining credit (An-

dreeva and Matuszyk, 2019). Although 

the study was limited to a specific type of 

loan, it outlined the considerations that 

could be made to address the credit gen-

der gap across financial institutions. Using 

gender in financial decision-making, how-

ever, is illegal in most countries, mainly to 

prevent it from being used to discriminate. 

As credit bureaux are developed across 

Africa, specific care and consideration 

need to go into the use of existing calcula-

tion methodologies and models that may 

simply be imported from existing credit 

bureaux, especially if the models are found 

to inherently favour men over women.

5.1.2. Algorithm bias
The automated algorithms used for credit 

scoring can include inherent gender and 

financial inclusion bias owing to their de-

sign limitations and the lack of foresight by 

programmers. For example, in the United 

States of America, there have been re-

ports of inherent bias in financial credit 

reference systems. In November 2019, 

a technology entrepreneur in the United 

States tweeted that his credit limit had 

been 20 times higher than his wife’s on 

their Apple credit cards, even though they 

had filed similar tax returns and reported 

similar income and expenditure. His tweet 

went viral, gaining traction from regula-

tors as well as a co-founder of Apple, Steve 

Wozniak, who replied that his wife also had 

a lower credit limit than him, even though 

they had no separate bank accounts, cred-

it card accounts or assets (Natarajan and 

Nasiripour, 2019). This led the financial 

regulatory agency in the United States to 

open an investigation into the allegations.

Algorithm bias in the calculation of cred-

it reference scores is a major barrier for 

women. The increasing use of artificial 

intelligence to sort and analyse data can 

introduce an inherent bias without explic-

it intent, which may discriminate against 

women or other groups. For example, 

the process of machine learning, which is 

used to train artificial intelligence systems 

by ingesting specific case data, has been 

found to introduce gender bias if most of 

the cases that are used to train the system 

involve men, resulting in an artificial intel-

ligence system that favours candidates 

who are men or who exhibit more mas-

culine traits in their profile (West, Kraut 

and Chew, 2019). In October 2018, for 

instance, it was reported by Reuters that 

the artificial intelligence-powered recruit-

ment tool being used by the global online 

retailer Amazon discriminated against fe-

male applicants by preferring words com-

monly used by men and by selecting male 

profiles far more often than female pro-

files (Dastin, 2018).

Unconscious gender bias, such as through 

algorithms, can only be fully addressed 

once there are more women in the tech-
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nical teams that work on such systems 

and algorithms. It is calculated that only 

12 per cent of the leading machine-learn-

ing researchers who attended the world’s 

top machine-learning conferences in 2017 

were women (Carman and Tiffany, 2019). 

This lack of representation will undoubted-

ly have an impact on the gender dimension 

of the design and development of credit 

reporting systems and the subsequent al-

gorithms and automation used by credit 

reporting service providers across Africa.

To address the challenges of gender bias 

in credit reporting systems in Africa, it is 

essential to work closely with relevant 

central banks and regulatory authorities 

to adapt existing reporting systems or de-

velop new systems for African countries.

5.2. Financial products and 
services

The Global Findex database indicates 

that 69 per cent of adults globally have 

an account, up from 51 per cent in 2011 

(Demirgüç-Kunt and others, 2018). In 

high-income economies, 94 per cent of 

adults have an account, while in develop-

ing economies the figure is 63 per cent. Al-

though the benefits of having an account 

are gained through usage, about 20 per 

cent of these accounts are inactive. One 

billion adults use cash to pay utility bills 

(Demirgüç-Kunt and others, 2018). Glob-

ally, only around a quarter of adults access 

their accounts digitally, i.e. through the 

Internet or a mobile phone. In sub-Saha-

ran Africa, this figure is only about 21 per 

cent, but this is still higher than in other 

developing regions, especially South Asia, 

where the share is just 7 per cent.

Digital financial technology is now used by 

45 per cent of adults globally and 35 per 

cent of adults in sub-Saharan Africa. These 

higher proportions partly reflect the dis-

proportionate share of digital finance ser-

vices versus traditional financial accounts, 

with the volume of mobile money accounts 

now surpassing the volume of traditional 

bank accounts (Demirgüç-Kunt and others, 

2018). Most transactions are remittances, 

but mobile money accounts are increas-

ingly being used for domestic transactions, 

such as paying utility bills, receiving wages 

and paying for goods and services. Services 

are also being offered in new areas, in par-

ticular credit services, cross-border pay-

ments, investment products and insurance 

services. For instance, mobile network op-

erators in Kenya are partnering with banks 

to offer formal savings, loans and insurance 

products (Sy, 2019). 

There is a great need for African countries 

to capture financial data that can be anal-

ysed to support digital finance initiatives. 

Such data can help not only from an institu-

tional perspective, but also by providing in-

formation on the supply of and demand for 

financial services at the national and house-

hold levels based on general exchange and 

financial management patterns.

Some African countries are making great 

strides in capturing financial data. The 

National Bank of Rwanda uses an elec-

tronic data warehouse to automate and 
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streamline reporting processes for the 

supervision of more than 600 financial in-

stitutions, including banks, microfinance 

institutions and savings and credit coop-

eratives. In South Africa, financial data can 

be pulled automatically every 24 hours, 

or every 15 minutes for mobile money 

(Sy, 2019). Such data can be used to de-

sign appropriate financial products and 

services that meet consumers’ needs and 

financial circumstances, thus creating a 

more responsible environment for lend-

ing and borrowing.

5.2.1. Gender disparities in 
borrowing
High costs and default risks associated 

with easy-to-acquire credit are of increas-

ing concern across Africa. One way to 

mitigate such consequences is through 

regulations that require loan terms and 

conditions to be more transparent. Con-

fusing terms and conditions seem to con-

tribute to consumers borrowing more 

money to pay off existing loans, as well 

as to excessive late repayments and de-

faults (Izeguirre, Kaffenberger and Mazer, 

2018). The results of telephone surveys 

showed that 19 per cent of borrowers in 

Kenya and 27 per cent in the United Re-

public of Tanzania had said that they had 

not fully understood the costs and fees or 

that the lender had unexpectedly charged 

fees or withdrawn money from their ac-

counts. In both surveys, poor transparen-

cy was correlated with higher delinquency 

and default rates (Izeguirre, Kaffenberger 

and Mazer, 2018).

5.2.1.1. Links between borrowing, 
financial inclusion and digital finance
Across Africa, gender gaps are lower when 

more women and men borrow money to 

start, operate or expand a farm or a busi-

ness. Figure 27 shows a correlation that 

was found across 41 African countries be-

tween the size of gender gaps in respect 

of money borrowed and the proportion of 

men who had borrowed money for com-

mercial use: the greater the proportion 

of men who had borrowed, the wider the 

gender gaps. Figure 28 shows that, where 

more women had borrowed money for 

commercial purposes, gender gaps were 

narrower. In other words, when women 

borrow moxney for farming or business, 

they help to reduce the gender gap more 

than when men borrow.

Figure 27: Men who borrow for commercial use as a function of gender gaps, by country 
(Percentage)

y = -2.0653x + 46.926
R² = 0.1372
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There is a positive correlation between 

borrowing and mobile money uptake in 

African countries, both for men and wom-

en (see figures 29 and 30). This suggests 

that mobile money increases borrowing 

for commercial use, which, in turn, could 

have a positive impact on investment in in-

creasing incomes through farming or small 

business operations. Mobile money could 

therefore improve women’s economic em-

powerment. While correlation does not 

mean causation, especially when mobile 

money is still at low levels in many African 

countries, higher commercial borrowing is 

associated with a higher prevalence of mo-

bile money accounts.

Figure 28: Women who borrow for commercial use and gender gaps, by country

y = -3.6238x + 56.371
R² = 0.519
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Figure 29: Men who have mobile money accounts and men who borrow for commercial use, 
by country (Percentage)

y = 1.5121x + 8.0341
R² = 0.1615

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

0 5 10 15 20 25

Source: World Bank (2019b).



54

5. Barriers and disparities in financial products and services


African Women’s Report 2021

Figure 30: Women who have mobile money accounts and women who borrow for 
commercial use, by country (Percentage)

y = 0.9335x + 10.799
R² = 0.0959
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Key issues: opportunities

•	 Gender inequality gaps continue to 

exist in science, technology, engi-

neering and mathematics. In 2013, 

the proportion of women research-

ers employed in research and de-

velopment was 30 per cent in Af-

rica, compared with 47 per cent in 

Central Asia.

•	 Across Africa, women’s represen-

tation at the ministerial level saw 

the largest increase, in absolute 

terms, between 2010 and 2020. 

Women held portfolios in public 

works and planning, education, em-

ployment, labour and training, sci-

ence and technology, and research 

and development.

•	 In 2020, 21.7 per cent of members 

of parliament in Africa were wom-

en, compared with a global average 

of 24.9 per cent.

•	 The lack of women’s inclusion in all 

stages and processes of financial 

policymaking, in financial institu-

tions, in credit reference bureaux 

and in legal systems remains one 

of the largest barriers to the de-

velopment of an inclusive financial 

system.

Opportunities 
for addressing 

gender in 
representation, 
regulation and 

rights

5555
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•	 Unprecedented cross-border and 

cross-sectoral cooperation is re-

quired to ensure that regulation 

matches the pace of development 

of digital products, in particular in 

the financial sector.

•	 In sub-Saharan African countries, 

the proportion of men with for-

mal identification is, on average, 9 

percentage points higher than the 

proportion of women, even though 

identificationx is often required to 

obtain mobile phone services. In 

some countries, the gap is twice as 

wide.

•	 The ability for all people to have ad-

equate recourse to consumer pro-

tection processes that protect their 

rights could be embedded digitally.

Women’s underrepresentation in deci-

sion-making has a significant impact on the 

structural transformation of economies 

and on the attainment of the Sustainable 

Development Goals. Political underrep-

resentation, restrictions on participation 

and discriminatory working practices can 

contribute to a lack of gender-sensitive 

policy and legislative frameworks. Wom-

en can also be excluded and prevented 

from fully embracing financial technology 

trends and innovations by negative cultur-

al attitudes and by individual- and house-

hold-level factors such as family and social 

norms. For example, some women do not 

use the Internet because doing so would 

be perceived negatively by society and 

family members.

Digital technologies can improve wom-

en’s welfare and empowerment, but an 

appropriately funded and adaptable reg-

ulatory framework is vital to support the 

advancement and usage of digital finance 

in particular. Ensuring that individuals can 

enjoy their basic right to freedom of ac-

cess to information is equally important, 

as is guaranteeing access to justice and le-

gal recourse. In countries where a greater 

proportion of women own mobile phones 

and have access to services, such as Bo-

tswana, Namibia and South Africa, the 

percentage of women with Internet ac-

cess – and almost every other indicator of 

empowerment through ICT – is lower for 

women than for men (Deen-Swarray and 

others, 2012).

Gender inequality gaps continue to exist 

in science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics. Many African Governments 

have expressed their commitment to im-

plement long-term strategies that harness 

science, technology and innovation. Data 

published by UNESCO (2020) indicates 

that, in 2017, only 30 per cent of research-

ers worldwide who were employed in re-

search and development were women 

(UNESCO, 2022).  In Africa, the number 

Representation, 
regulation, and  

rights
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of women in science and engineering in 

2013 was less than 20 per cent of the total 

workforce, and the proportion of women 

researchers employed in research and de-

velopment was 30 per cent in sub-Saharan 

Africa, compared with 47 per cent in Cen-

tral Asia (World Health Organization, n.d.).

Major gender disparities are also evident 

in the places of work and levels of respon-

sibility of research scientists, with women 

working mainly in academic and govern-

ment institutions and men more likely to 

work in the private sector, with higher 

salaries and better opportunities (World 

Health Organization, n.d.).

6.1. Women’s representation 
in decision-making

For women to be represented in dig-

ital finance and for gender policies to 

be strengthened, there needs to be a 

high-level commitment to an understand-

ing of the issues that women face. The 

inclusion of women at the highest levels 

of decision-making is a fundamental com-

ponent of this process. The proportion of 

women in ministerial-level positions can 

provide one indication of women’s inclu-

sion and the extent to which gender-relat-

ed concerns are reflected in relevant areas 

of policy. Figure 31 shows the number of 

portfolios held globally by women minis-

ters between 2010 and 2020 that are rel-

evant to digital finance. In Africa, the larg-

est increases in women’s representation at 

the ministerial level were in public works 

and planning, education, employment, 

labour and training, science and tech-

nology, and research and development. 

Large-scale representation of women is 

a key component of addressing the chal-

lenges that women face in terms of digi-

tal infrastructure and connectivity, skills 

and capacity development. Women need 

to be well represented in labour markets 

and in the design, development and use of 

digital applications to strengthen the co-

ordination required across line ministries 

and government agencies, which can drive 

national-level efforts to strengthen digital 

finance and related systems.

In 2020, 21.7 per cent of members of par-

liament in Africa were women, compared 

with 24.9 per cent worldwide. Global data 

obtained by the International Parliamen-

tary Union (2020) from 167 parliamen-

tary chambers paint a contrasting picture 

of women’s leadership in parliamentary 

committees. Women currently chair 26 

per cent of committees that deal with for-

eign affairs, defence, finance, human rights 

and gender equality, although this figure 

varies greatly by committee type, ranging 

from 73 per cent for gender-equality com-

mittees to 10 per cent for defence com-

mittees. Women chair one in three human 

rights committees, one in five foreign af-

fairs committees and one in eight finance 

committees (IPU, 2020). Only 12 per cent 

of those working on machine learning are 

female (Schnoebelen, 2016). Even the 

content of digital news media is affected 

by gender, with women making up only 26 

per cent of the people who are mentioned 

in Internet news stories and media news 

tweets (UN-Women, 2020).
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While many barriers discussed in this sec-

tion may be attributed to inherent discrim-

ination and unconscious bias introduced 

indirectly at a systemic level, rather than 

direct discrimination by individuals, one of 

the most effective ways to address these 

concerns is by including women in all stag-

es and processes of financial policymaking, 

in financial institutions, in credit reference 

bureaux and in the legal system.

Digital transformation and its role in maxi-

mizing social and economic benefits across 

societies will be incomplete if women lack 

equal access to critical technology (Klap-

per, 2019). To achieve gender equality, 

stakeholders should support and fund re-

search activities to explore the best ways 

to design digital finance systems that de-

liver digital finance services (Bill and Me-

linda Gates Foundation, 2019). However, 

efficient policies and regulations are vital 

to provide a supportive environment that 

underpins delivery and access. In addition, 

as is the case in any gender-sensitive and 

inclusive framework for action, it is criti-

cal to ensure that countries produce and 

disseminate gender-disaggregated data 

relating to access, usage and intermediary 

enablers and constraints, with a view to 

setting targets, creating strategies, track-

ing progress and being fully incorporated 

into the structural framework of econo-

mies (GSM Association, 2021).

6.2. Regulatory concerns and 
digital finance 

It is critical to ensure that regulation 

matches the pace of development of dig-

ital products, in particular in the financial 

sector. Over the last few decades, we have 

often seen how limited financial regulato-

ry capacity across many African countries 

– encapsulated by a lack of sufficiently 

trained individuals combined with dated 

or insufficient laws – resulted in negative 

outcomes, in the form of poor lending 

practices and insider lending. These out-

Figure 31: Digital finance-related portfolios held by women ministers, globally, 2010-2020
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comes can have a negative impact on bank 

customers. Digital financial products are 

being rolled out and adopted so quickly 

that it is necessary to ensure that financial 

regulations are up to date to safeguard 

consumer rights.

Equally, regulation should not be overly 

restrictive, so that equal access is not limit-

ed. Cameroon, Chad, Gabon and the Niger, 

for instance, have regulations that prevent 

women from opening a bank account in 

the same manner as men (Bill and Melina 

Gates Foundation, 2019).10 Easing finan-

cial regulation may provide momentum for 

improved access, as was the case in Ghana 

between 2014 and 2017, when the pene-

tration of mobile money technology tripled 

to 39 per cent following the introduction 

of new regulations in 2015, the develop-

ment of a three-tier know-your-customer 

system and the reduction of paperwork 

requirements for low-value accounts.

6.2.1. Markets and institutions
Digital finance services and associated 

policies need to be tailored to the needs 

and circumstances of those who require 

them most. This includes promoting af-

fordability, consumer protection and edu-

cation to ensure trust in the financial sys-

tem (Demirgüç-Kunt and others, 2018). 

It is therefore important to complement 

the introduction of digital finance services 

with well-grounded regulations that are 

supported by information campaigns that 

raise awareness of the safeguards that 

underpin mobile money among potential 

10 According to data obtained by the World Bank (2018), married women could not get an identifcation card in 
the same way as married men in 11 economies (concentrated in South Asia, the Middle East, North Africa and 
sub-Saharan Africa).

users (International Telecommunication 

Union, 2019a). 

Future-proofing regulatory frameworks 

for digital finance services requires un-

precedented levels of cross-border and 

cross-sectoral cooperation, since digital 

systems typically function beyond nation-

al borders. The aim should be to create a 

high level of financial inclusion in respect 

of mobile money, digital identification sys-

tems and electronic commerce, while pro-

viding affordable and meaningful access 

to the Internet and digital public goods 

and protecting consumer rights. These 

aims can be fulfilled with effective digital 

cooperation and coordination, which re-

quire strengthened multilateralism from 

the local to the global levels. This multilat-

eralism should also be complemented by 

the involvement of various stakeholders 

through a whole-of-society approach that 

includes governments, civil society, aca-

demia, the tech industry and the private 

sector (United Nations Secretary-Gener-

al’s High-level Panel on Digital Coopera-

tion, 2019).

6.2.2. Consumer protection
Governments should help to allocate fi-

nancial, human and other resources to 

ensure that consumer protection mecha-

nisms are gender-inclusive, effective and 

enforceable within their jurisdictions. The 

use of high-cost and short-term credit 

and high late-repayment and default rates 

suggest that decision-makers should take 

a more cautious approach to the develop-



6. Opportunities for addressing gender in representation, regulation and rights


60 African Women’s Report 2021

ment of digital credit markets. It is essen-

tial to consider the lessons learned from 

the consumer protection safeguards put 

in place during the development of the 

non-digital banking sector. Those lessons 

are important for strengthening credit re-

porting systems. Requiring the reporting 

of information from all sources of credit, 

including digital lenders, will improve the 

accuracy of credit assessments. It is also 

important to analyse whether prevailing 

digital-credit screening models are strong 

enough and appropriate to ensure that 

first-time borrowers are not assessed un-

fairly. There should also be clear rules to 

block corporations that extend reckless 

lending to the digital domain (Izaguirre, 

Kaffenberger and Mazer, 2018).

6.3. Emerging gender 
dimensions of technology

6.3.1. Digital identity and 
registration for digital finance 
services
In some African countries, such as Ethio-

pia and the Niger, men are 18 percentage 

points more likely than women to have 

formal identification, which is a common 

prerequisite for obtaining mobile phone 

services (Klapper, 2019). Digital identifica-

tion is therefore likely to be an important 

catalyst for improving access to and use of 

digital finance services. This will likely have 

an indirect impact on trade, governance, 

social protection, financial inclusion, do-

mestic resource mobilization, security and 

human rights.

Digital identification documents could 

be harmonized and made interoperable 

across platforms as proof of legal identi-

ty, which is necessary for a digital finance 

account and for other procedures such 

as applying for a passport, driving licence, 

voter’s card or other official documents. 

Digital identification can be made more ro-

bust and sustainable if it is integrated with 

civil registration. This integration would 

also prevent duplication of efforts, reduce 

costs and time, and make public service 

delivery more efficient. ECA is leading a 

digital transformation initiative that focus-

es primarily on digital identification, which 

is key to efficient, smooth and secure digi-

tal services. Such policy initiatives are nec-

essary because a majority of Africans are 

still excluded from reaping the benefits of 

digital technology.

The requirements that underpin legal dig-

ital identity processes are to some extent 

already embedded across several social 

protection frameworks in Africa through 

unique identification for individuals and 

the use of national registration systems 

and databases, such as the National In-

formation System for Social Assistance, in 

Lesotho. The combination of these identi-

fication systems could further spur inno-

vation and entrepreneurship by reducing 

transaction costs and providing efficient 

access to digital finance services. It could 

also strengthen the capacity of State insti-

tutions and their ability to deliver essential 

social services to citizens, including social 

benefits and scholarships. Digital identifi-

cation is the basis for digital economy plat-

forms and can facilitate the participation 



6. Opportunities for addressing gender in representation, regulation and rights


61Digital Finance: A Pathway to Women’s Economic Empowerment in Africa

of Africans in the digital economy, yielding 

dividends for inclusion and sustainable 

development (Economic Commission for 

Africa, 2019).  However, digital identifi-

cation needs to be efficient and secure to 

minimize the risk of money-laundering and 

terrorist financing (Sy, 2019).

6.4. Integrating rights and 
equal access to justice for 
women

Gender-sensitive and inclusive regula-

tions are at the centre of women’s em-

powerment and should be central to the 

development of digital identification sys-

tems. Legal empowerment and depriva-

tion affect the poorest disproportionately 

and are particularly harmful to women at 

both the household and business levels. 

Ultimately, rights and access to justice 

are directly linked to the broader goals of 

women’s empowerment and poverty re-

duction, which are two pillars of the glob-

al community’s commitment to achieving 

the Sustainable Development Goals. It is 

therefore essential to ensure that digital 

frameworks incorporate gender-sensi-

tive and inclusive consumer protection 

and rights (Lawson, Dubin and Mwambe-

ne, 2020).

6.4.1. Financial regulatory services 
and court systems
The ability for all people to have adequate 

recourse to consumer protection process-

es can be embedded digitally. To reduce 

the delays associated with financial regu-

latory services and congested court sys-

tems, governments must allocate more 

resources to courts, expand infrastructure 

and initiate the digitalization and integra-

tion of court systems. This would stream-

line complaints, investigatory processes 

and court operations while enabling us-

ers to track an application or an appeal 

through each stage of the legal process. 

Policies and programmes developed must 

be backed by adequate funding and should 

take into account the specific needs of 

women within the broader financial regu-

latory environment and the justice system.

Identifying the interfaces and interactions 

between improved financial regulatory 

services and court systems will create 

feedback loops and seamless integration 

and shed light on what measures need to 

be taken to protect rights. Figure 32 shows 

an overview of how, among other benefits, 

digitization could facilitate access to reg-

ulation (through mobile apps), enhance 

reform of the justice sector, and support 

the push for a data-driven approach that 

can foster gender-equal national budgets. 

Regarding the latter, which falls under reg-

ulatory and justice-sector reform, there 

should be greater focus on quantifying the 

impact of budget allocations on access to 

consumer rights, regulatory services, jus-

tice and human rights programmes, as well 

as better and greater use of data to anal-

yse the complexities of policymaking, with 

a view to improving access to justice.

Greater investment should be made in 

relevant technology, such as mobile apps, 

to facilitate increased access to informa-

tion on rights and to regulatory services 
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and justice-related legislative processes. 

Such apps could provide access to a range 

of services, including information about 

consumer rights, ombudsman facilities, fi-

nancial regulatory services, legislation and 

the possibility of filing a complaint. At the 

heart of these services there needs to be 

a commitment to investing in the advance-

ment of the rights of women and girls.

Figure 32: Digitalization of the regulatory sector and the enablement of justice

 

1) Regulatory technology
•    Mobile technology for the 

development of regulatory 
apps that would facilitate 
better access to consumer 
rights for women 

•   Digitalization of the court 
system

•   Direct access for people to 
institutions

2) Greater reform of the 
justice sector and better 
access to justice
•   Reduced distances and delays 

associated with a congested 
court system

•   Access-to-justice policies that 
speci�cally fund and integrate 
a women-centred approach

•   Reconciliation of customary 
practices with human rights 
principles

3) Access to a data-driven 
approach 
•   Digitally collected household 

survey data should include 
sections on access to justice

•   Greater focus on quantifying 
the impact of budget 
allocations on women-centred 
access-to-justice programmes

Source: Abridged from Lawson, Dubin and Mwambene (2020).
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While it is essential to develop and imple-

ment policies that support the majority of 

women, it is equally important to design 

policies that are adapted to individual and 

evolving circumstances. In other words, 

policy considerations should take into ac-

count people who might be left behind and 

new technology developments that might 

create new policy scenarios and consid-

erations. Furthermore, when a country’s 

underlying social and economic contexts 

improve, especially with regard to the Sus-

tainable Development Goals, it will be in a 

better position to harness digital finance 

for the benefit of the population in general 

and for women in particular. Nevertheless, 

protection of the most vulnerable is vital, 

in particular in the early stages of a coun-

try’s social and economic development.

Short- and long-term policy measures are 

both important furthering the objectives 

of the emerging African Continental Free 

Trade Area. Digital identification and in-

teroperable digital systems are welcome 

developments that can boost intraregional 

trade in Africa. Domestic and international 

trade need reliable, smooth and efficient 

support systems. Digital infrastructure is 

crucial for the modern economy and for 
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cross-border traders across Africa, many 

of whom are women. Cross-border trade 

currently takes longer than it should, in-

volves numerous barriers and places 

women in difficult situations, as they are 

more vulnerable than men to violence and 

threats of violence in border towns.

It is essential to enact policies, regulations 

and campaigns that genuinely and sustain-

ably transcend social norms that obstruct 

gender equality and women’s economic 

empowerment. Decision makers need to 

take bold steps to remove systems and 

mindsets that restrict the opportunities 

afforded to women in society, and they 

need to put in place policies that promote 

women’s access to and control over pro-

ductive resources. Access to resources, 

financial literacy and general education 

are all factors that have a major effect on 

women’s access to credit and financial 

inclusion. Affordable access to digital fi-

nance is underpinned by connectivity and 

financial inclusion. Financial policies must 

create a regulatory environment that elim-

inates entry barriers for women.

7.1. Enhance digital and 
mobile connectivity across 
the region and promote 
greater use of information and 
communications technology 
among women and girls

Despite the improvements that have been 

made to digital infrastructure and the rela-

tively high levels of access to mobile money, 

there is not a sufficiently enabling environ-

ment for digital connectivity. To address 

this, the use of digital technology among 

women and girls needs to be increased 

and continent-wide digital financial infra-

structure needs to be built. In addition to 

the physical and digital hard infrastruc-

ture, other relevant components are need-

ed to create an enabling framework that 

can form the basis for gender-sensitive 

and gender-inclusive development over 

the next few decades. A functional identi-

fication system, ICT connectivity and fast, 

stable and reliable Internet services are all 

essential ingredients. Such infrastructure 

should not be concentrated in urban areas, 

but should also be accessible in rural areas 

(Demirgüç-Kunt and others, 2018).

By strengthening infrastructure develop-

ment, countries can reduce the barriers 

to women’s inclusion in digital technology 

in general, and digital finance in particular, 

and make digital finance more widely avail-

able, more accessible and more affordable 

for women, thus removing the main barri-

ers that they face. Connectivity is very ex-

pensive in some subregions of Africa, and 

since women typically work in the lower 

echelons of African economies, digital ac-

cess remains a major obstacle to their in-

tegration into the digital economy. At the 

same time, given the number of digitally 

excluded women in Africa, there is a signif-

icant opportunity for growth. Affordability 

is critical to closing the gender gap in dig-

ital finance. Mobile connectivity is partic-

ularly important, as mobile money is a key 

lever for acceleration – a measure in which 

Africa is already leading the way globally, 

albeit with gender gaps.
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The energy infrastructure gaps that un-

derpin digital finance technology usage 

need to be remedied by establishing an 

appropriate mix of energy sources to 

generate electricity and by improving the 

governance of public utilities to ensure an 

adequate provision of electricity and In-

ternet services. To that end, scarce public 

resources will need to be supplemented 

by domestic and foreign private financing 

and concessional resources. Policymakers 

will need to mitigate the risks associated 

with investing in infrastructure projects 

in their countries. They will also need to 

mobilize the financing needed to invest in 

electricity generation, transmission and 

distribution and in the critical Internet 

infrastructure and the hardware and soft-

ware systems needed, such as fibre-optic 

links. Investment costs are only one part 

of the capacity and accessibility challenge; 

operations and maintenance, not just con-

struction, must also be included in budgets 

to ensure that electricity is reliable and af-

fordable (Sy, 2019).

7.2. Explore and confront 
negative social and cultural 
norms that discourage women 
and girls from pursuing 
education, training and career 
opportunities in science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics

Educational disparities for women and 

girls across the region need to be ad-

dressed, especially in science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics. These sub-

jects are the core components of digital 

and financial literacy, which are vital to 

ensure strong uptake of digital technolo-

gies, and more specifically digital finance 

tools and platforms. Although women’s 

and girls’ enrolment and attainment have 

improved significantly across North Afri-

ca, surpassing even global benchmarks, 

the rest of Africa is lagging significantly 

behind North Africa and far behind the 

global average.

Investment in digital education and finan-

cial literacy are critical for women’s eco-

nomic empowerment. Although literacy, 

education and training do not necessarily 

correlate with the direct economic em-

powerment of women and girls, they pro-

vide the basis for the increased usage of 

digital platforms, a deeper understanding 

of financial and economic principles and 

the integration of gender considerations 

into the design of digital finance tools and 

platforms that meet the specific needs of 

women.

Advocacy needs to be stepped up to 

change the perception that science, tech-

nology, engineering and mathematics are 

not appropriate fields for women and girls. 

This requires further investigation and re-

search into why women are so reluctant 

to embrace training in those fields and 

greater advocacy to challenge negative 

social and cultural norms that contribute 

to these self-deprecating perceptions. 

Such perceptions have documented by 

various studies over the years, with girls 

scoring themselves lower than boys when 

evaluating their own confidence and com-
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petence in studying science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics, even when 

they were higher achievers than boys in 

that regard.

Measures are needed to ensure that tech-

nology design stops catering exclusively to 

male preferences and that women’s needs 

are no longer considered to be second-

ary. Examples of such bias include the use 

of virtual assistants who are modelled on 

submissive secretary-like women, the use 

of aggressive and competitive language 

in technology job descriptions and pro-

files, and the expectation that technology 

is a field for men and boys. Designers of 

digital experiences need to be mindful of 

the skewed nature of technology design, 

which, for decades, has placed men and 

boys at the centre of the narrative and 

made them feel comfortable and engaged 

in immersive digital environments, with 

women often left feeling alienated from 

these curated digital experiences.

7.3. Address financial 
inclusion and lower the risks 
of accessing credit, especially 
for those who are already 
financially vulnerable 

The mechanisms through which digital 

finance can boost women’s economic 

empowerment are multi-layered. There 

should not be a sole reliance on credit to 

boost women’s economic empowerment; 

instead, programmes should promote the 

development of income streams and the 

building of savings. Policymakers can cre-

ate enabling environments for women’s 

economic empowerment through fiscal 

and monetary policies, welfare systems, 

education opportunities, childcare, health 

care and labour laws, among other chan-

nels. It is also important to boost women’s 

income and wealth through labour-market 

reforms, that is, through capacity-building 

across empowerment components. It is 

equally important to integrate digital tech-

nologies into education from the primary 

to the tertiary levels, as well as in special-

ized education, to ensure that people have 

adequate digital and financial skills.

Gender-informed policy interventions 

should be promoted to enhance gender 

parity throughout society. Such interven-

tions include conditional cash transfers 

to female-headed households, stipends 

for education, free or low-cost transport, 

health services and child allowances. The 

end goal is to increase the income and 

wealth of women so that they have better 

access to and can harness digital finance, 

thus reducing their reliance on credit. 

Improving women’s financial resources 

would also strengthen their creditworthi-

ness and loan-repayment capacity.

Due diligence should be sufficient to en-
sure duty of care in digital finance. 

Digital finance has the potential to provide 

alternative forms of credit and financing 

for people who do not have access to tra-

ditional financial institutions and financial 

mechanisms. This includes people who 

cannot afford credit, people who cannot 

commit themselves to repayment plans, 
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people with specific or complex finan-

cial needs, and people with other needs, 

whether related to finance, accessibility or 

a specific type of vulnerability.

7.4. Remove inherent, invisible 
and unwitting barriers that 
hinder women’s access to 
financial products and services

Promoting the use of mobile money by 

women reduces gender gaps in saving and 

borrowing. In addition, in countries where 

women save and borrow more, there is a 

tendency for mobile money to be used to 

facilitate transfers, with mobile money be-

ing a vehicle for financial resources that al-

ready exist. In such circumstances, mobile 

money would play a positive administra-

tive role, but not necessarily a monetary 

role. Administrative and logistical roles 

can reduce costs and accelerate proce-

dures, thus benefiting the livelihoods and 

business operations of women.

Barriers that hinder women’s access to fi-

nancial services need to be tackled, since 

digital finance services seem to contrib-

ute to women’s economic empowerment. 

One such barrier is that credit reference 

checks are often biased against women, af-

fecting financial outcomes for women and 

resulting in an unfair evaluation of their 

creditworthiness. In automated systems, 

that bias is sometimes by design: the algo-

rithms assume that women are financially 

dependent on their husbands or assume 

that lending to women is more risky.

Non-traditional financial assessments 

need to be expanded to improve women’s 

access to digital finance. Traditional finan-

cial assessments, whereby immovable 

assets such as land or property are used 

to calculate net worth or are accepted as 

collateral against secured borrowing, are 

unsuitable for women in countries where 

they face barriers to ownership of land or 

other assets and economic resources. It is 

becoming increasingly important for such 

gender considerations to be embedded 

within innovative financing systems, with 

measures taken to modify and diversify 

the tools used to assess credit-worthiness 

and to provide alternatives to collater-

al-based lending.

7.5. Managing digital finance 
risks through effective 
regulation   

Data used in digital financial services need 

to be confidential and reliable. To achieve 

this, people’s identity must be verified and 

protected from hackers and fraudsters. 

Services must be sufficiently smooth, at-

tractive and cost-effective for small mer-

chants and their customers, accessible to 

all adults and interoperable across service 

providers. They should also be consistent-

ly available and secure, protecting users’ 

digital identities and data and ensuring 

that money and identities are secure (In-

ternational Telecommunication Union, 

2019b).
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The gap between the fast-moving digital 

sphere and slow-moving regulation needs 

to be addressed. A priority area is to cre-

ate appropriate digitalization regulation 

that protects citizens and organizations to 

guarantee financial stability, integrity and 

consumer protection from cyberfraud, cy-

berintrusion and other risks in the digital 

sphere (Sy, 2019). Given that building reg-

ulatory capacity within each country can 

be particularly difficult, owing to resource 

constraints, cross-border and regional 

agreements should be considered.

The risks associated with digital finance 

should be fully considered. Uncertainty 

around the impact of financial technology 

persists, especially given its rapid adop-

tion. Policymakers must manage the risks 

that it poses to stability, security, financial 

integrity and transmission channels to oth-

er parts of the economy (Rowntree, 2019).

Digital infrastructure that is interoperable 

across countries and subregions would al-

low users to transact across borders while 

using different service providers. Similarly, 

to maximize efficiency of service, create 

competitive pricing and coverage and min-

imize access limitations, financial exclusion 

and market monopolies, a single, prefera-

bly pan-African, digital identification sys-

tem should be implemented that all people 

can use across all digital platforms (Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2019).
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5. Embed digital strategy frameworks and �nancial literacy into national 
curricula to encourage and facilitate children’s understanding of digital 
�nance; create work, employment and entrepreneurial training schemes.

6. Amend �nancial laws at all levels of government to encourage mobile 
money uptake (which is positively associated with savings), in particular 
for women, across many countries in Africa, thereby increasing savings 
ratios and accentuating empowerment.

7. Establish credit bureaux and registries to support the �nancial 
inclusion of larger segments of the population to address the challenges 
of gender bias and associated assumptions in credit reporting systems.

8. Prioritize the collection of gender-disaggregated �nancial data by 
�nancial service providers (in surveys on doing business) to support 
digital �nance initiatives and determine how social and cultural norms 
and �nancial products and services a�ect women’s economic empower-
ment.

9. Prioritize women’s representation in digital �nance, in particular by 
including women in decision-making at the highest levels, and set 
industry targets for women’s representation.

10. Establish continental frameworks for regulation and access to justice 
in digital �nance by using the African Continental Free Trade Area as a 
platform and embedding digital identi�cation using national registration 
systems and databases as a springboard for gender-sensitive digital 
�nance frameworks.

Digital connectiv-
ity and ICT usage

Financial and 
digital literacy 

and skills

Financial 
products and 

services

Financial 
inclusion and 

access to credit

Representation, 
regulation and 

rights

1. Strengthen national development policies and plans by introducing 
strategic pillars that focus on ICT and social development and provide 
gender-sensitive and gender-inclusive policy frameworks.

2. Explicitly integrate a gender perspective into national ICT policies while 
ensuring that gender-disaggregated data on mobile ownership and 
Internet usage are collected in national household surveys.

3. Establish a critical mass of trained individuals, especially women, to 
build relevant ICT skills to harness digital �nance by embedding ICT skills 
as a core component of school curricula and prioritizing policy initiatives 
that are focused on science, technology, engineering and mathematics.

4. Determine levels of �nancial knowledge and literacy through national 
household surveys and the inclusion of African countries in global 
surveys.

Making digital �nance gender-sensitive: 10 policy action points
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