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Abstract—Financial inclusion has emerged as a transformative force in advancing women’s empowerment and 

promoting gender equality. This paper aims to explore how access to financial services contributes to women’s economic 

empowerment and reduces gender disparities in education, labor force participation, and decision-making agency. The 

study employs a quantitative research design, utilizing primary survey data collected from 450 women respondents across 

both urban and rural districts of Uttar Pradesh, India. Stratified random sampling ensured equal representation from 

rural and urban areas. Variables such as access to banking, credit, digital financial literacy, household financial 

decision-making, and educational and labor force outcomes were measured through structured questionnaires. 

Descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, correlation analysis, and multiple regression models were conducted using SPSS 

26. The findings demonstrate that women with greater access to formal financial services report higher levels of economic 

empowerment, autonomy in decision-making, and increased participation in education and the labor force. Regression 

results confirm that financial access and digital literacy significantly predict empowerment outcomes. However, 

challenges such as sociocultural restrictions, low digital literacy in rural areas, and limited collateral-based credit 

access continue to constrain progress. The paper concludes that financial inclusion not only enhances women’s economic 

independence but also acts as a pathway for achieving broader gender equality.  
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1. Introduction 

Gender equality and women’s empowerment remain central to the discourse on sustainable development. The Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 5, emphasize gender equality as a prerequisite for inclusive and sustainable 

societies. In developing economies such as India, structural inequalities in education, income, labor force participation, 

and decision-making power persist, despite policy interventions. 

Financial inclusion, defined as access to useful, affordable, and responsible financial products and services (World Bank, 

2022), has been increasingly recognized as a tool for bridging gender inequalities. Empirical studies (Demirgüç-Kunt et 

al., 2018; Beck et al., 2007) suggest that financial inclusion enhances women’s autonomy, strengthens household welfare, 

and fosters economic growth. 

While significant progress has been made through initiatives like the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY), Self-

Help Groups (SHGs), and microfinance institutions, challenges remain in translating account ownership into active 

financial engagement, especially for women. Research indicates that women’s participation in financial systems not only 

influences their economic independence but also reduces gender disparities in education, labor participation, and 

decision-making agency (Duflo, 2012; Kabeer, 1999). 

Financial inclusion, defined as the availability and equality of opportunities to access financial services, has been heralded 

as an essential strategy for advancing socioeconomic development and reducing poverty. The exclusion of women from 

formal financial systems persists globally, shaping disparities in asset ownership, investment, and personal agency. 

According to the World Bank, nearly one billion women lack access to basic financial instruments such as bank accounts, 

credit, or digital banking, constraining their ability to participate fully in economic life. The persistence of such barriers 

is often rooted in patriarchal norms, discriminatory laws, and limited sector responsiveness to women’s needs. 
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Digital financial inclusion, encompassing mobile banking and e-wallets, has proven particularly transformative for rural 

and underserved women, often being linked to enhanced independence, social status, and business activity. Nonetheless, 

persistent gaps—driven by literacy, cultural resistance, and infrastructural deficits—call for multifaceted solutions. The 

growing emphasis on inclusive financial sector reform, regulatory innovation, and gender-sensitive design highlights the 

potential for intersectional progress. This research aims to rigorously assess the extent to which financial inclusion acts 

as a catalyst for women’s empowerment and the reduction of gender gaps, contributing actionable insights for policy and 

practice in the context of sustainable development. 

This paper investigates the relationship between financial inclusion and women’s empowerment, focusing on economic 

empowerment and its implications for gender equality in education, labor, and agency. 

2. Background of the Study 

2.1 Historical Context 

Efforts toward women’s financial empowerment in India trace back to the cooperative banking movement of the early 

20th century, followed by the bank nationalization of 1969, which aimed at expanding credit access to marginalized 

groups. Microfinance in the 1990s and the establishment of SHGs provided critical entry points for rural women. The 

watershed moment came in 2014 with the launch of PMJDY, which opened over 400 million zero-balance bank accounts, 

with women constituting a large share (RBI, 2021). 

Despite such efforts, gender gaps persist. Many women with accounts are inactive users due to low literacy, mobility 

constraints, or dependence on male family members. Bridging this gap requires gender-sensitive strategies in financial 

inclusion. 

2.2 Literature Review 

Historically, financial systems have marginalized women worldwide, denying them autonomous access to assets, credit, 

and banking services. The roots of gender-based financial exclusion can be traced to social and legal traditions that limit 

inheritance rights, property ownership, and freedom of movement. Studies by Buvinic and O’Donnell (2016) and 

Hendriks (2019) demonstrate that enabling policies—such as equal property rights, mobility freedoms, and employment 

equality—correlate strongly with progress in women’s economic empowerment. Social norms remain a limiting factor; 

World Bank and UNDP reports identify negative stereotypes and patriarchal roles as significant barriers even where legal 

frameworks have evolved.  

Microfinance initiatives and digital financial services have reconfigured landscape for women’s empowerment, 

evidenced by significant gains in autonomous decision-making, business ownership, and community participation. For 

example, the impact of digital financial inclusion in Satna District, India, showed higher empowerment indicators among 

women using mobile banking compared to those relying on informal lending. Comparative studies from Africa, Southeast 

Asia, and South America reinforce the role of bundled financial products and targeted interventions in reducing the gender 

gap. Meta-analyses (Center for Global Development, 2022) validate that savings accounts, insurance, and conditional 

cash transfers have proven effects on empowerment, with women benefiting disproportionately where services are 

tailored to their needs. 

Kabeer (1999) conceptualizes empowerment as the process of enhancing women’s ability to make strategic life choices 

in contexts where this ability was previously denied. Beck, Demirgüç-Kunt, & Levine (2007) argue that financial 

inclusion supports overall economic growth and reduces inequality. Duflo (2012) asserts that empowerment and 

development are mutually reinforcing: financial inclusion promotes development by expanding women’s roles in 

education and labor markets. Demirgüç-Kunt et al. (2018) highlight that although women’s financial access has improved 

globally, women remain 9% less likely to have bank accounts compared to men. Ghosh & Vinod (2017) emphasize that 

Indian women continue to face barriers such as lack of collateral, sociocultural restrictions, and limited digital literacy. 

The literature underscores that while financial inclusion positively influences empowerment, challenges related to 

sociocultural norms and access disparities must be addressed for holistic gender equality. 

3. Objectives 

1. To evaluate the relationship between women’s access to financial services and their economic empowerment. 

2. To assess how financial inclusion contributes to gender equality by mitigating disparities in education, labor 

force participation, and agency. 
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3.1 Conceptual Model 

Independent Variables (IVs): 

• Access to banking services 

• Access to credit and microfinance 

• Digital financial literacy 

• Participation in income-generating activities 

Dependent Variables (DVs): 

• Economic Empowerment (Objective 1) 

• Gender Equality Indicators (education, labor force participation, agency) (Objective 2) 

Model Diagram 

Access to Banking ─┐ 

Access to Credit  ─┤ 

Digital Literacy  ─┤   > Women’s Economic Empowerment (DV1) 

Income Activity   ─┘ 

Women’s Economic Empowerment ──> Gender Equality (DV2) 

4. Research Methodology 

The present study adopts a quantitative, survey-based, cross-sectional research design to examine the relationship 

between financial inclusion and women’s empowerment, with particular attention to its impact on gender equality. The 

choice of a quantitative approach was guided by the need to systematically measure and statistically analyze the variables 

under study, thereby providing objective and generalizable results. A cross-sectional design was considered appropriate 

as it allows for the collection of data at a single point in time, capturing the current state of women’s financial inclusion 

and empowerment across both rural and urban contexts. 

The population of the study comprised women aged between 18 and 60 years residing in Uttar Pradesh, one of India’s 

most socio-economically diverse states. Uttar Pradesh was chosen because it presents significant gender disparities in 

literacy, employment, and access to financial services, thus making it an ideal setting to examine the transformative 

potential of financial inclusion. From this population, a sample of 450 respondents was selected to represent both rural 

and urban segments. In order to ensure proportional representation and minimize sampling bias, the study employed a 

stratified random sampling technique, with 225 respondents drawn from rural districts and 225 from urban districts. 

Stratification by residence was critical in capturing variations in access to financial services, digital literacy, and 

empowerment outcomes across different socio-economic environments. 

Primary data served as the main source of information, collected through a structured questionnaire administered to the 

respondents. The questionnaire was designed to capture a wide range of variables relevant to the study objectives. 

Demographic details such as age, education, marital status, and occupation were included to provide contextual insights. 

Measures of financial inclusion encompassed access to bank accounts, utilization of credit or microfinance services, and 

levels of digital financial literacy. Indicators of women’s empowerment were operationalized through questions related 

to control over income, household decision-making power, mobility, and self-confidence. Additionally, to address the 

second research objective, the survey also included items on gender equality indicators such as participation in the labor 

force, investment in children’s education, and perceptions of agency in household and community matters. 

The independent variables (IVs) in the study were access to banking services, access to credit, digital financial literacy, 

and participation in income-generating activities. These variables were hypothesized to directly influence women’s 

empowerment outcomes. The dependent variables (DVs) included two dimensions: economic empowerment and gender 

equality. Economic empowerment was measured through indicators such as income control, savings, and decision-

making autonomy. Gender equality was assessed through outcomes in education, labor force participation, and agency 

within the household. The conceptual framework posited that financial inclusion variables would first enhance women’s 

economic empowerment, which in turn would foster gender equality outcomes. 
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Descriptive statistics were used initially to profile the respondents and summarize key characteristics of the sample. To 

test the first objective—examining the relationship between financial access and women’s economic empowerment—

chi-square tests of independence were applied to assess associations between categorical variables. In addition, Pearson’s 

correlation analysis was conducted to measure the strength and direction of relationships between financial inclusion 

variables and empowerment scores. To determine the relative contribution of each independent variable, multiple 

regression analysis was employed, with empowerment outcomes as the dependent variable. This technique allowed for a 

more nuanced understanding of the predictors of empowerment while controlling for other variables. For the second 

objective—assessing the contribution of financial inclusion to gender equality—both correlation and regression results 

were interpreted in relation to education, labor participation, and agency measures. The analyses were conducted using 

SPSS version 26, which provided robust tools for handling the dataset and producing valid statistical inferences. 

The area of study spanned both urban and rural districts of Uttar Pradesh, reflecting the socio-economic heterogeneity of 

the state. Rural districts were selected to capture women with limited financial access, lower literacy levels, and greater 

dependency on agriculture or informal employment. Urban districts were chosen to include women exposed to greater 

financial opportunities, higher education levels, and more active labor market participation. This dual focus enabled the 

study to highlight both the progress and challenges of financial inclusion in diverse socio-economic contexts. 

5. Interpretation  

The demographic distribution of the sample, as shown in Table 1, highlights the diversity of the respondents across age, 

education, and residence. Women were almost evenly distributed across age categories, with 30 percent aged 18–30, 40 

percent aged 31–45, and another 30 percent aged 46–60. This distribution is important as empowerment dynamics often 

differ by age: younger women may face barriers to financial independence due to family control, whereas middle-aged 

women may enjoy more autonomy as they contribute directly to household income. 

Table 1: Demographic Profile (n = 450) 

Variable Category Frequency % 

Age 18–30 135 30 

 
31–45 180 40 

 
46–60 135 30 

Education Primary 120 27 

 
Secondary 190 42 

 
Graduate+ 140 31 

Residence Rural 225 50 

 
SourceUrban 225 50 

          Source: Primary Data 

The education profile reveals that 27 percent of respondents had only primary education, 42 percent had completed 

secondary education, and 31 percent were graduates or above. Education plays a central role in empowerment, as women 

with higher education are more likely to access financial services and participate in decision-making. The sample was 

equally divided between rural and urban women (225 each), ensuring balanced representation. This rural-urban 

distribution is critical, as women in rural areas often face structural barriers such as limited banking infrastructure and 

digital illiteracy, while urban women may benefit from greater exposure to employment opportunities and technological 

access. 

The first hypothesis of the study posited that women with access to banking services would report higher levels of 

economic empowerment. Table 2 (Chi-square test) confirms this hypothesis. 
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H1: Women’s access to banking is associated with higher economic empowerment. 

Table 2: Association Between Banking Access and Empowerment 

Access to Bank Account High Empowerment Low Empowerment χ² value p-value 

Yes (n=360) 280 80 22.47 0.000 

No (n=90) 30 60 
  

  Source: Primary Data 

  *Significant association (p < 0.05). Women with accounts report higher empowerment. 

Out of the 360 women who reported having access to bank accounts, 280 fell into the high-empowerment category, while 

only 80 were classified as low-empowerment. In contrast, among the 90 women without banking access, only 30 

demonstrated high empowerment while 60 reported low empowerments. The chi-square value of 22.47 was statistically 

significant at p < 0.001, confirming that there exists a strong association between banking access and empowerment 

outcomes. 

This result highlights the instrumental role of formal banking services in fostering women’s economic autonomy. Access 

to banking allows women to save securely, receive wages or government transfers directly, and exercise control over 

their financial resources. The presence of active accounts also reduces dependence on informal moneylenders and male 

family members, giving women greater bargaining power within households. This finding directly addresses Objective 

1, which sought to examine the relationship between financial services and empowerment, and demonstrates that even 

basic access to a bank account can serve as a foundation for enhancing women’s decision-making capacity and economic 

independence. 

The strength and direction of relationships between financial inclusion indicators and women’s empowerment outcomes 

are further detailed in Table 3 (Correlation Analysis). 

Table 3: Correlation Between Financial Inclusion Variables and Empowerment 

Variable Economic Empowerment Gender Equality Score 

Access to Banking 0.63** 0.58** 

Access to Credit 0.46** 0.41** 

Digital Literacy 0.55** 0.50** 

Income Activity 0.68** 0.61** 

 Source: Primary Data 

 *(p < 0.01) 

The results demonstrate consistently strong positive correlations across all variables. Access to banking shows the highest 

correlation with economic empowerment (r = 0.63, p < 0.01) and a slightly lower, though still significant, correlation 

with gender equality outcomes (r = 0.58, p < 0.01). This reinforces the earlier chi-square findings, establishing that 

banking is the most immediate and impactful form of financial inclusion. 

Income-generating activity also shows a very strong correlation with economic empowerment (r = 0.68, p < 0.01) and 

gender equality (r = 0.61, p < 0.01). This suggests that women who participate in income-generating activities not only 

gain direct economic benefits but also channel these into improved educational opportunities for children, greater labor 

force involvement, and stronger agency within households. This finding speaks to the multidimensional nature of 

empowerment: it is not merely about financial access, but about the ability to translate financial participation into social 

and cultural capital. 

Digital financial literacy also exhibits significant correlations (r = 0.55 with empowerment and r = 0.50 with gender 

equality). While slightly weaker than banking or income activity, this result is important in the contemporary context of 



IJIRMS — Volume 8, Issue 7, July 2026 

6 

digital finance. Women who are digitally literate can access online banking, mobile money, and government transfer 

schemes more effectively, thus reducing their dependence on intermediaries. However, the lower correlation compared 

to other variables indicates that digital literacy, while important, is still underutilized among women, particularly in rural 

settings where infrastructural and educational barriers persist. 

Access to credit has the lowest correlation (r = 0.46 with empowerment, r = 0.41 with gender equality), though it remains 

statistically significant. This finding reflects structural realities: many women face barriers in accessing formal credit due 

to lack of collateral or institutional biases. Where credit is accessed, however, it contributes positively to empowerment 

outcomes, particularly through entrepreneurial activities or the ability to invest in productive assets. These correlations 

collectively support both Objective 1 and Objective 2, as they demonstrate how financial inclusion variables extend 

beyond economic benefits to influence broader indicators of gender equality. 

5.1 Regression Analysis 

To determine the relative importance of each financial inclusion variable in predicting women’s empowerment, a multiple 

regression model was employed, with economic empowerment and gender equality outcomes as dependent variables. 

The model summary revealed an R² of 0.62, indicating that 62 percent of the variance in empowerment outcomes could 

be explained by the independent variables. The F-statistic of 78.3 was significant at p < 0.001, confirming the robustness 

of the model. 

Table 4: Regression Coefficients 

Predictor β (Beta) t-value Sig. 

Access to Banking 0.29 4.6 0.000 

Access to Credit 0.20 3.4 0.001 

Digital Literacy 0.26 4.8 0.000 

Income Activity 0.38 6.7 0.000 

       Source: Primary Data 

The regression coefficients presented in Table 4 provide deeper insights into the contribution of each variable. 

Participation in income-generating activity emerged as the strongest predictor, with a standardized beta (β) of 0.38, 

followed by access to banking (β = 0.29), digital literacy (β = 0.26), and access to credit (β = 0.20). All predictors were 

statistically significant at p < 0.05 or lower. 

These results are highly significant in relation to Objective 1. While access to banking provides the initial entry point into 

financial inclusion, it is the ability to translate financial access into productive economic activity that most strongly 

predicts empowerment outcomes. Women who engage in income-generating activities not only gain financial 

independence but also enhance their bargaining power within households, as their earnings directly contribute to 

household income and welfare. Similarly, digital literacy is emerging as a critical enabler, though its role is somewhat 

constrained by uneven access and educational barriers. Access to credit, although positive, lags behind, suggesting the 

need for reforms in credit delivery mechanisms, such as collateral-free loans and targeted microfinance schemes for 

women. 

The regression results also provide evidence for Objective 2, as the same predictors that influence economic 

empowerment also shape gender equality outcomes. Women with income-generating activities and banking access 

reported greater investment in children’s education, higher labor force participation, and more agency in household 

decisions. Thus, financial inclusion operates as a pathway not only for individual empowerment but also for broader 

societal shifts in gender roles. 

5. Findings and Conclusion 

The findings from all statistical analyses converge on the conclusion that financial inclusion contributes meaningfully to 

reducing gender disparities. For instance, women with active bank accounts were more likely to send their daughters to 

school, ensuring continuity of education across generations. Similarly, participation in income-generating activities 

enabled women to enter the labor market, challenging traditional gender norms that confined them to unpaid domestic 
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labor. Digital literacy, albeit limited, empowered women to independently access government benefits, pay bills, and 

manage savings through digital platforms. These changes in education, labor, and agency collectively reduce structural 

inequalities and move society closer to achieving gender equality. 

It is important to note, however, that the impact of financial inclusion is not uniform. Rural women, despite having bank 

accounts through initiatives like Jan Dhan Yojana, often reported lower utilization due to mobility restrictions or lack of 

financial literacy. In contrast, urban women were more likely to actively engage with financial products, reflecting both 

infrastructural and cultural differences. This suggests that while financial inclusion has transformative potential, its 

outcomes are mediated by contextual factors such as geography, culture, and education. 

Income-generating activity and banking access have the strongest influence on empowerment. Empowered women also 

report higher education participation for children, greater labor force involvement, and stronger household agency. 

Results also shows that Women with active accounts have higher control over income and savings. Also Empowered 

women are more likely to invest in children’s education, join the labor force, and participate in household decision-

making. 

6. Conclusion 

The study demonstrates that financial inclusion is not only an economic mechanism but also a pathway toward women’s 

empowerment and gender equality. By providing access to financial resources, women gain autonomy, which translates 

into better educational, labor, and agency outcomes. However, to fully realize these benefits, policymakers must adopt 

gender-sensitive financial strategies that address structural barriers, enhance digital literacy, and expand access to 

collateral-free credit. Financial inclusion, when integrated with social and educational reforms, holds the potential to 

transform gender relations and advance inclusive development. 
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