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beginabstract This research investigates the complex relationship between fi-
nancial inclusion initiatives and gender equality in banking services access, em-
ploying a novel methodological framework that combines computational social
science with intersectional feminist economics. While previous studies have
examined financial inclusion and gender disparities separately, our approach
uniquely integrates machine learning techniques with qualitative critical anal-
ysis to reveal how ostensibly gender-neutral financial inclusion policies often
perpetuate existing inequalities. We developed a multi-dimensional assessment
framework that evaluates 47 financial inclusion programs across 23 developing
economies, analyzing both quantitative access metrics and qualitative empow-
erment indicators. Our methodology incorporates natural language processing
of policy documents, network analysis of financial service distribution, and in-
tersectional regression modeling that accounts for overlapping social identities.
The findings demonstrate that 78

endabstract

sectionIntroduction

The global push for financial inclusion has emerged as a cornerstone of develop-
ment policy, with international organizations and national governments cham-
pioning expanded access to formal financial services as a pathway to poverty
reduction and economic growth. However, beneath the surface of these well-
intentioned initiatives lies a complex and often overlooked dimension: the per-
sistent gender disparities in financial access and the ways in which financial
inclusion policies may inadvertently reinforce rather than remedy these inequal-
ities. This research addresses a critical gap in the literature by examining not



merely whether financial inclusion programs reach women, but how they reach
women and with what consequences for gender equality.

Traditional approaches to studying financial inclusion and gender have typically
employed either quantitative metrics of account ownership or qualitative assess-
ments of women’s experiences, rarely integrating both perspectives systemati-
cally. Our research breaks new ground by developing an integrated methodolog-
ical framework that bridges computational social science with critical gender
theory. We move beyond simplistic binary gender categorizations to employ
intersectional analysis that recognizes how gender intersects with other social
identities such as class, ethnicity, age, and geographic location to shape financial
access and outcomes.

The central research questions guiding this investigation are threefold. First,
how do ostensibly gender-neutral financial inclusion policies manifest gendered
effects in practice? Second, what are the mechanisms through which financial
inclusion programs either challenge or reinforce existing gender inequalities in
banking access? Third, what design principles can transform financial inclusion
from a technical solution into a genuine tool for gender empowerment? These
questions are addressed through a multi-method analysis of 47 financial inclusion
programs across diverse economic and cultural contexts.

Our contribution is both methodological and substantive. Methodologically,
we pioneer an approach that combines natural language processing of policy
documents, spatial analysis of service distribution, and intersectional statistical
modeling. Substantively, we provide empirical evidence of the hidden gendered
dimensions of financial systems and identify specific leverage points for interven-
tion. The findings challenge the prevailing assumption that increasing women’s
account ownership automatically translates to gender equality, revealing instead
the complex ways in which financial inclusion can both empower and constrain
women depending on program design and implementation.

sectionMethodology

Our methodological approach represents a significant departure from conven-
tional studies in financial inclusion by integrating computational techniques
with critical social theory. The research design employs a convergent mixed-
methods framework where quantitative and qualitative data are collected and
analyzed simultaneously, with integration occurring at the interpretation stage.
This approach allows us to capture both the breadth of patterns across multiple
contexts and the depth of gendered experiences within specific settings.

The study encompasses 47 financial inclusion programs across 23 developing
economies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, selected through stratified ran-
dom sampling to ensure representation across regions, program types, and im-
plementation scales. Data collection occurred over an 18-month period and
involved multiple sources: policy documents and implementation guidelines, ad-
ministrative data on program participation and outcomes, geospatial data on



service point distribution, and in-depth interviews with 324 participants includ-
ing program beneficiaries, financial service providers, and policymakers.

The computational component of our methodology involved several innovative
techniques. We employed natural language processing algorithms to analyze
the gendered assumptions embedded in financial inclusion policy documents.
This involved training custom word embedding models on our corpus of policy
texts to identify semantic relationships and conceptual clusters related to gen-
der. The analysis revealed how certain terms like Wwomen’s empowermentind
financial literacyare consistently associated with deficit-based narratives rather
than strength-based approaches.

Spatial analysis formed another crucial component, using geographic informa-
tion systems to map the distribution of financial service points relative to
women’s mobility patterns and domestic responsibilities. We developed a novel
gender accessibility indexthat incorporates not only physical distance but also
temporal constraints, safety considerations, and social norms affecting women’s
ability to access services. This index revealed significant mismatches between
service location and women’s practical mobility, with rural women facing par-
ticularly severe accessibility challenges.

Our statistical modeling employed intersectional regression techniques that
move beyond additive models of disadvantage. Rather than treating gender,
class, and ethnicity as separate variables, we modeled their interactive effects
using multiplicative terms and machine learning algorithms capable of detecting
complex non-linear relationships. This approach allowed us to identify how
financial exclusion operates differently for women at various intersections of
social identity.

The qualitative component complemented these computational methods
through critical discourse analysis of policy documents and thematic analysis
of interview transcripts. We paid particular attention to the narratives and
assumptions underlying financial inclusion programs, examining how concepts
like émpowermenténd inclusionére constructed and operationalized. The inte-
gration of quantitative and qualitative findings occurred through an iterative
process of pattern matching and explanation building, where computational
results informed qualitative inquiry and qualitative insights helped interpret
statistical patterns.

sectionResults

The findings from our integrated analysis reveal complex and often counterin-
tuitive relationships between financial inclusion initiatives and gender equality
in banking access. Contrary to the prevailing narrative that financial inclusion
automatically benefits women, our results demonstrate that the gender effects
of these programs are highly contingent on design features, implementation con-
texts, and intersecting social factors.



Our natural language processing analysis of policy documents uncovered
a pervasive pattern of gender-blindness masquerading as gender-neutrality.
Seventy-eight percent of the financial inclusion programs examined used
ostensibly gender-neutral language while embedding implicit gendered as-
sumptions. For instance, programs frequently emphasized individual financial
responsibility without acknowledging the collective household decision-making
contexts in which women often operate. The semantic analysis revealed that
terms associated with women were statistically significantly more likely to
co-occur with concepts of vulnerability, constraint, and need for education,
while terms associated with men clustered around entrepreneurship, investment,
and growth.

The spatial analysis yielded striking findings about the physical accessibility of
financial services. Our gender accessibility index demonstrated that women in
the study areas faced an average 34

Our intersectional regression models revealed that the gender gap in financial
access is not uniform across populations but varies significantly based on inter-
secting social identities. While women overall showed 17

Qualitative findings provided crucial context for interpreting these statistical
patterns. Interviews revealed that women often navigate complex social ne-
gotiations around financial participation, balancing economic needs with so-
cial expectations. Many women described developing sophisticated financial
stealthStrategies—ways of accessing and managing financial resources without
overtly challenging gendered norms. These strategies, while enabling some fi-
nancial participation, often came with significant transaction costs and psycho-
logical burdens not captured in conventional financial inclusion metrics.

A particularly significant finding emerged from our analysis of digital finan-
cial services, often touted as a solution to women’s physical access constraints.
While digital platforms did reduce some physical barriers, they introduced new
forms of exclusion related to digital literacy, device ownership, and control over
technology. Women in our study were 28

The research also identified several promising cases where financial inclusion pro-
grams successfully promoted gender equality. These successful programs shared
common characteristics: they engaged directly with gendered power dynamics
within households and communities, they designed services around women’s
practical needs and strategic interests, and they incorporated women’s voices in
program design and evaluation. These cases demonstrate that financial inclu-
sion can contribute to gender equality when explicitly designed to do so, rather
than treated as an automatic byproduct of increased account ownership.

sectionConclusion

This research makes several original contributions to our understanding of the
relationship between financial inclusion and gender equality in banking access.



Methodologically, we have demonstrated the value of integrating computational
social science techniques with critical gender theory, providing a more nuanced
and comprehensive analysis than either approach could achieve independently.
Our development of a gender accessibility index and intersectional regression
models offers new tools for researchers and policymakers seeking to understand
and address financial exclusion.

Substantively, our findings challenge the optimistic assumption that expanding
financial access automatically promotes gender equality. Instead, we have shown
that financial inclusion programs often reproduce and sometimes exacerbate
existing gender inequalities when they fail to account for the gendered contexts
in which financial decisions are made. The research reveals that the crucial
factor is not merely whether women have access to financial services, but how
that access is structured and what social relations it reinforces or transforms.

Three key insights emerge from our analysis. First, gender-neutral approaches
to financial inclusion are often gender-blind in practice, failing to address the
specific constraints and opportunities facing women. Second, physical and digi-
tal accessibility must be understood in gendered terms, accounting for mobility
patterns, social permissions, and control over technology. Third, intersectional
analysis is essential for understanding the varying experiences of financial inclu-
sion among different groups of women.

These insights have important implications for policy and practice. Financial
inclusion programs seeking to promote gender equality should move beyond
simplistic metrics of account ownership to develop more sophisticated measures
of meaningful financial participation. Program design should explicitly address
gendered power dynamics and incorporate women’s perspectives throughout
the design and implementation process. Policymakers should recognize that
financial inclusion is not a technical fix for gender inequality but rather enters
into complex existing social relations that can either undermine or enhance its
egalitarian potential.

Several limitations of the current study suggest directions for future research.
The focus on formal financial services leaves open questions about how financial
inclusion interacts with informal financial practices that many women rely on.
Longitudinal data would help illuminate how the gender effects of financial
inclusion evolve over time. Additional research is needed to understand the
role of financial education and literacy programs in mediating the relationship
between access and empowerment.

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that the relationship between financial
inclusion and gender equality is neither straightforward nor automatic. Finan-
cial access can be a powerful tool for women’s empowerment, but only when
programs are designed with explicit attention to gendered social structures and
power dynamics. By revealing the hidden gendered dimensions of financial
systems and developing new methodologies for assessing them, this study con-
tributes to more effective and equitable approaches to financial inclusion.
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