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Financial Inclusion in ASEAN Countries — A Gender
Gap Perspective and Policy Prescriptions

Lukman RAIMI!, Mirela PANAIT?, Eglantina HYSA3

Abstract

Financial inclusion is an increasingly intense issue that is of concern to the credit institutions and
the public anthorities. 1t has become topical and gained new value during this period of Covid-19
erisis. Although financial exclusion cuts across demographic categories, but certain categories of
financial consumers such as women, young people, people with disabilities and those residing in
rural areas have a low presence in the financial services sector. Previous studies attribute the
incidence of financial exclusion of some segment of the society to low income, low level of financial
education or difficult access to financial products and services generated by poor development of
Physical infrastructure. Is this true in the case of ASEAN region? A quantitative research
approach was adopted in this study, while relying on the secondary data of the World Bank
spanning 2011-2017, the UN Women ASEAN Gender Outlook report (2020 -2021), and
enriched by scholarly works. The article focuses on the dimensions of the phenomenon of financial
inclusion in ASEAN countries, with emphasis on the gender gap financial inclusion. The analysis
of the extracted data reveals multiple differences among the countries in the region, a fact that can
be explained by the different levels of financial technology development and the governmental
interventions implemented to improve financial inclusion. On the strength of the findings, this paper
argues that digitalization and financial innovation can also be solutions through which new
consumers can be attracted to the financial system, but with these solutions come new challenges
related to the protection of personal data and cyber security. For this reason, we believe that
increasing financial inclusion must be approached at several levels and must involve joint efforts by
public authorities, credit institutions and other categories of stakeholders.
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1. Introduction

Due to economic disparities between countries, one can expect that
there will be gaps between the developed countries (DCs) and the less
developing countries (LDCs) when it comes to innovation (Alfaro et al.,
2019), and the birth of successful entrepreneurs (Hysa & Mansi, 2020), as
well as the gap between males and females. At the same time, we find out
that the well-being and standards of living are related to the country
development, which reflects also in the width of the gender disparity gap
(Hoxhaj & Hysa, 2015; Hysa, 2018). The multidimensional roles of women
within the financial system as consumers, business owners, farmers,
employees and entrepreneurs have been acknowledged — an indication that
they need unhindered access to financial services sector to manage different
segments of their livelihoods (Porter et al, 2015; UN Women, 2020).
Unfortunately, the gap between women and men with regards to access to
formal financial services is widening particularly in developing economies
(Pici et al., 2014; Ghosh & Vinod, 2017; Demirgti¢-Kunt et al., 2018; Hysa,
2018; Adegbite & Machethe, 2020). At the global level the statistics are scary
and worrisome. Therefore, the problem of financial inclusion is not only a
concern of credit institutions that are trying to attract more and more
categories of consumers, but also of governmental authorities in the
developed and developing countries (Voica, 2017; Iacovoiu, 2018; Siano et
al., 2020; Stancu et al., 2020). Digitalisation of the economy, the bridging of
social gaps with corporate social responsibility programs by the financial
institutions and the improved women's participation in the labor market are
some important factors that have contributed to the reduction of the gender
gap regarding financial inclusion in different climes across the globe (Alao &
Raimi, 2011; Raimi et al., 2013; Raimi et al., 2014; Zaman & Vasile, 2014;
Pérez & delBosque, 2015; Farquhar et al., 2016; Abuladze & Gigauri, 2017;
Damenia et al., 2020; Palazzo et al., 2020; Gigauri & Damenia, 2020; Gurtu,
2020; Mushkudiani et al., 2020; Gigauri, 2021; Perez et al., 2020; Rehman et
al., 2020; Voica & Stancu, 2021).

In Europe, the research conducted by the European Patliament's
Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality found that digital
gender gap exists in the continent (Davaki, 2018). Moreover, the Global
Findex Database for 2017 affirmed that, women are still less likely than men
to own an account at financial institutions (Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2018). In
Asia and the Pacific, the gap between men and women with regards to
owning an account in a financial institution is almost 30%, while several
countries in the Southeast Asia and Central Asia sub-regions manifest
positive development as women are more likely to have accounts than men
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(Sioson & Kim, 2019). In Sub-Saharan Africa, women have been socially
and financially excluded. For instance, in Nigeria, the financial inclusion
gender gap was observed to be widening from 7% in 2011 to 20% in 2014,
and it further increased to 24% in 2017 (Adegbite & Machethe, 2020). The
inclusion gender gap widened in Nigeria because of socioeconomic, cultural,
institutional, legal and regulatory factors that largely influence the demand
and supply of financial services.

Across the Middle East and North Africa region the prevailing
custom and legal frameworks have contributed immensely to financial
exclusion of women and girls because they are forced to get male signatures
on their forms to open bank accounts (Porter et al., 2015).

Overall, the key barriers identified to complicate and perpetuate the
financial inclusion gender gap, leading to widening and worsening financial
exclusion of women in different regions include among others, lower
awareness and knowledge, lower confidence about financial skills/financial
literacy (Porter et al., 2015, Adegbite & Machethe, 2020). The developing
countries as well as countries in Europe are experiencing gender disparity
with regard to education (Barro & Lee, 2013). For instance, the average years
of schooling per total of population is 11.38 for males and 10.99 for females
(Hysa, 2018). Again for Europe, the underlying factors that have engendered
the digital exclusion of women and girls include disparity in access to digital
services and technologies, inadequate digital skills and education on ICT,
gender segregation in the labour market, and inhibiting socio-cultural norms
relating threats of harassment, intimidation, surveillance, illegal data
retention and cybercrime (Davaki, 2018).

This article intends to investigate financial inclusion gender gap in
ASEAN with a view to bridging the gender gap. What Is ASEAN? The
word ASEAN connotes the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, which
is a regional body with ten members comprising of Brunei, Cambodia,
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and
Vietnam (Maizland & Albert, 2020). The ASEAN countries have a total
population of 650 million people and an aggregated GDP of $2.8 trillion
(figure 1). This big market of ASEAN has to be concerned about financial
inclusion gender gap as it affects the women and girls, and consequently
integrate them into the financial systems because of their important roles in
the socio-economic development of ASEAN.
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Fig. 1. ASEAN Members and Trade. Source: Maizland &Albert (2020)

Apart from the introduction (Section 1) above, there are six sections
in this paper. Section 2 discusses the problem statement. Section 3 focuses
on research questions/aims of the research. Section 4 discusses the research
method. Section 5 presents the research findings. Section 6 discusses the
conclusion, implications, limitations and policy recommendations.

2. Problem Statement

The issue of financial inclusion gender gap needs urgent attention in
ASEAN because the region has large share of the world's poverty-ridden
people, as 263 million people live on less than $1.90 a day and another 1.1
billion live on less than $3.20 a day (Asian Development Bank, n.d.).
Secondly, financial inclusion gender gap if not redressed and bridged would
keep women out of the financial services sector and the development would
also hinder inclusive growth and development because financial inclusion of
male and female are parts of the benchmarks for the achievement of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Hoxhaj et al., 2014; Adegbite &
Machethe, 2020). It is reported that a total of 61.3 million women own and
operate businesses of different types within the ten member states of
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ASEAN (United Nations ESCAP, 2017). At the global level, it is reported
that women have low participation and visibility in the emerging digital
economy because of limited access to digital technologies, low skills on the
use of virtual platforms in tapping economic opportunities, pre-occupation
with child care, high incidence of gender-based violence, and low labour-
force participation (Ntim, 2020). Recent study in the Asia and the Pacific
indicated that financial inclusion gender gaps remain large across and within
the countries, hence working at redressing the problem is critical for
economic development and reduction of poverty and inequality
(Loukoianova et al., 2018). From the challenges reported above, there is a
need for more researched on the phenomenon in ASEA. This article intends
to bridge the knowledge gap that exists in this important field of research in
the ASEAN region.

3. Research Questions/Aims of the research

The main aim of the article is to investigate financial inclusion
gender gap in ASEAN financial service sector including the factors
responsible for the gender gap. The following are the overarching research
questions that this research intends to provide evidence-based answers for
the following questions:

i. What is the level of male-to-female financial inclusion in ASEAN
with regards to ownership of accounts, savings, borrowing family or friends,
borrowing from a financial institution, ownership of debit cards and
ownership of credit cards (% age 15+)?

ii. To what extent have the ASEAN countries met the United Nations-
wide Strategy on Gender Parity of 50% for each gender

iii. What are the factors responsible for the existence of financial
inclusion gender gap?

4. Research Methods

The quantitative research method is preferred for this study, as this
would allow for objectivity unveiling important facts, trends, and insights
on male-to-female financial inclusion in ASEAN. Ten countries, namely,
Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam are part of ASEAN. Taking into account
the availability of the data, eight countries were selected, namely: Cambodia,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and
Vietnam. The secondary data of the World Bank spanning 2011 to 2017 and
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the UN Women ASEAN Gender Outlook report (2020-2021) were used for
the study (UN Women, 2021; Demirgi¢-Kunt et al., 2018). The data are
analysed using descriptive statistics to avoid the problem of statistical
inference that often inhibit the replication of most studies. For exploratory
research, it suffices to describe accurately how a study was, what data were
obtained, what type analysis methods were used and why, and what output
those methods produced (Amrhein et al, 2019). Previous studies
investigating the phenomenon digital gender gap made use of a descriptive
statistics (Davaki, 2018; IO, 2018; IFC, 2020). The World Bank's database
contains numerous indicators for measuring the degree of financial
inclusion gender gap. From several gender gap financial inclusion
indicators, six indicators were selected and used to determines financial
inclusion gender gap and compliance with the 50% gender parity in ASEAN,
Indicators use include:

1. Proportion of male-female with accounts in financial institutions (%o
age 15+),

ii. Proportion of male-female with savings in financial institutions (%
age 15+) ,

iii. Proportion of male-female that borrowed from family or friends (%o
age 15+) ,

iv. Proportion of male-female that borrowed from financial institutions
(% age 15+),

v. Proportion of male-female with debit cards (% age 15+), and

vi. Proportion of male-female with credit cards (% age 15+).

5. Findings

Financial inclusion is a complex process, and its dimensions can be
measured and tracked with numerous indicators. The most important and
commonly used being the share of the population that has opened accounts
with financial institutions. At the end of the data analysis, six findings
emerged. Firstly, it was found that males and females have accounts with
financial institutions in the ASEAN countries. However, the existence of a
large number of bank accounts is specific to countries with a higher degree
of development, a fact observable in the case of ASEAN countries such as
Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand. (Figure 2). Notable differences are
registered between women and men, this is explained by the lower share of
women in the labor market and also because of the smaller salaries they
receive. Notable exceptions are recorded in the Philippines.
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Fig. 2. Financial institution account (%o age 15+); Source: Demirgiic-Kunt et
al. (2018)

Secondly, it was found that males and females actually saved with
financial institutions in the ASEAN countries. Accounts opened with
financial institutions are used for collection of incomes such as salaries,
wages, gratuity and pensions, and also for making payments to credit
institutions for various things. Encouraging the exluded population
especially women to open bank accounts, and actively use the bank accounts
for beneficial finnacial services can be done both by the public authorities,
women groups, NGOs and financial institutions through financial education
and sensitisation programs. The public authorities may legislate that payment
of salaries, gratuities and pensions are conditional and premised on opening
of bank accounts. More importnatly, the use of bank accounts limits the
incidences of money laundering and tax evasion, which are intense
phenomena that are remapant in poor countries. The existence of a bank
account is essential not only for making online payments but also for
stimulating the saving process in developing and emerging markets.
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Fig. 3. Saved at a financial institution (% age 15+); Source: Demirgiic-Kunt
et al. (2018)

The highest savings rates are found in Singapore, Malaysia and
Thailand (figure 3). This indicates that saving culture is highly encouraged
these three countries through satisfactory level of financial education.
Financial education is a multifaceted process, which requires not only the
science of using financial products but also the ability to save money, even at
a modest level. In the case of men, the finding shows that there is a stronger
inclination for the saving process, which can be explained by men’s level of
financial knowledge and higher income.

Thirdly, it was found that males and females borrowed from family
or friends in ASEAN for socio-cultural reasons. Loans offered by friends
and relatives provide immediate solution for financing short-term business
or personal needs. This practice is practised on a large scale in all ASEA
countries except Singapore (figure 4). However, borrowing from family and
friends is pronounced in both men than women. Moreover, the women
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borrowed from family or friends because of financial exclusion that
disenfranchised them from the mainstream financial institutions.
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Fig. 4. Borrowed from family or friends (% age 15+); Source: Demirgtic-
Kunt et al. (2018)

Relying exclusively on the resources of financial institutions is quite
rare in the region, and noticeable differences can be observed among the
ASEAN  countries. Usually, bank loans are accessed by men except
Cambodia and Thailand where women are more active in the financial
market because of their proactiveness in commercial dealings especially
farming, retailing and services. This also demonstrates the importance of the
informal economy in the lending process, a fact specific to countries with a
lower level of economic development.
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Fig. 5. Borrowed from a financial institution (% age 15+); Source:

Notable differences are observed among ASEAN countries with
regards to share of the population holding debit cards. Singapore and few
other countries led other countries in the region on this indicator (figure 06).
Overall, men have access to debit cards than women, a gender gap is
therefore observed. This is an indication that there is a lower involvement of

Demirgiic-Kunt et al. (2018)

women in the classic banking operations involved the use debit cards.
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Fig. 6. Debit card ownership (%0 age 15+); Source: Demirgtic-Kunt et al.
(2018)

In the case of credit cards, the share of the population this financial
instrument is very small in all countries in the region (figure 7). This strange
finding can be explained by a combination of factors such as consumer
reluctance to use credit cards, the preventive attitude of banks, who do not
want to offer these products to the banking population because of low level
of income and poor financial education.
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(2018)
The indicators of financial inclusion are multiple, and the
information reveals the complexity of the phenomenon but also the
challenges it generates among the authorities but also the credit institutions.

6. Conclusions, Limitations and Policy Prescriptions

The study sets out to investigate the degree of financial inclusion in
ASEAN countries with specific focus on gender gap financial inclusion. Six
indicators were selected from the multitude of indicators for data
analysis. These indicators reveal the existence of financial inclusion
gender gap in the proportion of male-female (% age 15+) with accounts
in financial institutions; proportion of male-female (% age 15+) that
saved at financial institutions; proportion of male-female (% age 15+)
that borrowed from family or friends, proportion of male-female (% age
15+) that borrowed from financial institutions; proportion of male-
female (% age 15+) with debit cards; and proportion of male-female (%
age 15+) with credit cards. The analysis of the extracted data reveals
multiple differences among the countries in the region, a fact that can be
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explained by the different levels of financial technology development and
the governmental interventions implemented to increase the degree of
financial inclusion.

The paper has few limitations. The first limitation is that only 8 out
of the 10 ASEAN countries were analysed, two other countries do not have
the requisite data in the database of World Bank and UN Women ASEAN
Gender Outlook report. Secondly, the analysis and interpretation of the
findings were based on the descriptive statistics. However, future research
may consider more rigorous econometric tests that allows researchers to
make inferences such as Co-Integration Test, Test of Causality and
Inferential Statistics. This is very crucial in order to generate robust findings
that would enhance generalisation and prediction.

Although, the current study is by-and-large exploratory, it
recommended that a more rigorous studies be conducted in ASEA countries
using statistical data that are disaggregated by male-female, urban-rural,
educated-less educated and young-old for the purpose of getting a richer and
better insight of the gender gap financial inclusion.

i. The policymakers in ASEAN and other developing countries need
to identify the factors that engender the gender gap financial inclusion and
formulate policies with systematic action plans toward achieving gender
equality within a reason number of years.

ii. It is also expedient for the coalition of stakeholders especially public
authorities,  policy-makers, financial/credit institutions, educational
institutions, feminist groups, civil society organisations, and private sector
organisations to bridge the worsening gender gap financial inclusion through
capacity- building programmes. It is expected that such programmes would
develop the capacities and competencies of women and girls in ICT,
financial literacy and E-commerce so that they world would be able to tap
into the multiple opportunities that the digital technology and financial
technology has brought.

iii. The ASEAN governments and ASEAN Economic Community
(AEC) should make stronger commitments toward advancing gender
equality and parity in the financial service sector and other sectors because
gender balance is at the heart of inclusive growth and sustainable
development goals (SDG).
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