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FINANCIAL INCLUSION IS essential for a na-
tion's sustained development and growth,
Its importance in building a sustainable and
inclusive future is evident from the signifi-
cance attached to financial inclusion in the
UN's Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs )
Financial inclusion is seen as an enabler of
eight out of the 17 SDGs. India has a below-
average score in economy in the Global
Gender Gap Report 2023 — health, educa-
tion and politics are the other criteria in this
report. The criteria on economy also deal
with the gender gap in economic participa-
tion and opportunity — this is measured in
terms of labour force participation rate and
estimated eamed income, inter alia. Financial
inclusionof women helps to close these gaps.
Therefore, taking stocl is imperative,

As per the World Bank's Global Findex
Database 2021, adult ownership of bank ac-
counts or regulated institutions such as a
credit union, microfinance institutions or a
mobile money service provider has increased
globally by 50 percentage points between
2011 to 2020. The increase in India has also
been impressive, with a jump of 42 percent-
age points in this period. Moreover, the gender
zapinaccountownership hasalso closed sub-
stantially in India. In this context, the Pradhan
Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana, launched in 2014,
made a significant impact in enabling the
opening of basic savings bank accounts, inter
alia, for over 28 crore women (as of [anuary
2024). Further, financial inclusion has received
a fillip through steps taken to boost the par-
ticipation of women in the economy — these
include the Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana, the
Mational Rural Livelihood Mission (DAY-
MRLM), skill training under Skill India Mission,
Mission Shakti and social protection schemes

NFHS data also reveal
several individual and
houschold characteristics
that have animpact on
women's access to financial
services. Using NFHS 5
data, collected during 2019-
21 for 544 lakh women
respondents in rural India,
we identified the drivers of
ownership and usage of
accounts at a formal
financial institution, usage
of mabile phones for digital
modes of payment and
knowledge and utilisation of
micro-credit programmes.

such as the Pradhan Marntri Awas Yojana and
Pradhan Mantri Matru Vandana Yojana,
Using multiple rounds of the National
Family Health Survey (NFHS), we have found
moredimensions of steady progress inthe fi-
nancial inclusion of women in India. It is
heartening that in crucial criteria such as sov-
ereignty over a certain sum of money, pos-
sessing a sell-operated bankaccount, aware-
ness about micro-credit programmes and
availing of micro-credit schemes, women
have dodked gains over the past two decades.
NFHS data also reveal several individual
and household characteristics that have an
impact onwomen's access to financial serv-
ices. Using NFHS 5 data, collected during
2019-21 for 5.44 lakhwomen respondents in
rural India, we identified the drivers of own-
ership and usage ol accounts at a formal fi-
nandal institution, usage of mobile phones
fordigital modes of payment and knowledge
and utilisation of micro-credit programmes.
We found that education, skills { particu-
larly digital skills), occupation, access to elec-
tronic media and age were significant driv-
ers of financial inclusion among women. For
instance, we found that educated women
were more likely to know about the micro-
creditschemesin theirlocality. Women with
primary and secondary education were more
likely to take a loan from these programmes,
whereas womenwith higher education were
less likely to use these programmes as op-
posed to women with no education. This is
reasonable because although women with
highereducation are likely to be aware of and
have the wherewithal toaccess formal chan-
nels of credit and lending, micro-credit
schemes typically target women with low
levels of education — such women find it hard

to negotiate formal banking relationships
even though they are creditworthy in terms
of theirentrepreneurial ability, We found that
working women in general — irmespective of
their occupation group — were more likely
to know about these loan programmes and
avail them. Educated, digitally skilled, young
and employed women were more likely to
use digital modes of transaction. We also
found that the gender of the head of the
household and the assets and wealth he or
she has, influences access to micro-credit.
This study throws up some important
learnings to fine-tune our approach and in-
crease financial inclusion. NFHS data sug-
gests that women inwomen-headed house-
holds are favourably placed in owning and
using a bank account, in using their mobile
phone for digital financial transactions and
inaccessing micro-credit, Therefore, finan-
cial inclusion awareness programmes must
give special attention to women in house-
holds not headed by women. Similarly, since
skills and education positively impact finan-
cial inclusion, it would be advisable to in-
corporate modules on financial awareness
in education and skill development frame-
works. Given the shifting sands and novel
developments in the financial sector, such
modules must be updated regularly. The in-
creasing use of digital financial transactions
among the youth has lent greater urgency
to the need to disseminate awareness about
cyber safety and safe digital banking prac-
tices, especially so given the rising trend of
financial cyber-crimes and frauds.
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