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1.1.	 Introduction

1	 Arner, D. W., Buckley, R. P., Zetzsche, D. A., & Veidt, R. (2020). Sustainability, FinTech and financial inclusion. European Business Orga-
nization Law Review, 21(1), 7-35.

2	 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview

3	 Suri, T., & Jack, W. (2016). The long-run poverty and gender impacts of mobile money. Science, 354(6317), 1288-1292.

4	 https://www.cgap.org/research/publication/achieving-sustainable-development-goals

5	 Dikshit, S., & Pandey, A. C. (2021). Role of financial inclusion in realising sustainable development goals (SDGs). International journal 
of research in finance and management, 4(2), 35-39.

Financial inclusion is characterised as the 
provision of accessible and effective financial 
products and services that are affordable, fit 
the requirements of individuals and businesses, 
and are delivered responsibly and sustainably.1 

However, in the context of sustainable and 
inclusive development, the definition of 
financial inclusion must be viewed through a 
gendered lens. Financial inclusion is not merely 
a sector goal but a critical catalyst for Women’s 
Economic Empowerment (WEE), directly 
linking the financial sector to the achievement 
of SDG 5 (Gender Equality) alongside SDG 1 
(No Poverty) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and 
Economic Growth).This definition of financial 
inclusion extends beyond simple access 
to encompass both the use and quality of 
services provided, acknowledging that genuine 
inclusion empowers individuals to oversee their 
everyday finances, invest in their futures, and 
mitigate risks.2 Financial inclusion is not only 
a goal of the financial sector but also a crucial 
facilitator for accomplishing the dual objectives 
of eradicating extreme poverty and enhancing 
shared prosperity, hence directly connecting 
it to various Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). This impact is evident within the region; 
research indicates that access to mobile 
money services like M-Pesa in Kenya has been 
associated with lower severe poverty rates, 
increased consumption, and greater resilience 
to economic shocks.3 Furthermore, financially 
included women are better positioned to 
fund vital household objectives, including 

children’s education and health, thereby 
driving intergenerational prosperity and 
directly connecting it to various Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).4

Financial inclusion is of paramount global 
importance as a crucial catalyst for attaining 
the SDGs, transcending a limited financial 
perspective to serve as a fundamental pillar of 
sustainable development. Financial inclusion 
is intrinsically connected to several SDGs, 
particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty), as it equips 
marginalised groups, especially women, with 
resources to mitigate risk and accumulate 
assets; SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic 
Growth), by facilitating credit access for Micro, 
Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) to 
enhance their operations and create jobs; 
and SDG 5 (Gender Equality), by granting 
women authority over economic resources.5 
Facilitating access to and effective utilisation of 
affordable financial products and services such 
as payments, savings, and insurance enhances 
economic resilience, enables individuals to 
invest in key social services such as health and 
education, and ultimately propels the inclusive 
and sustainable development advocated by 
various United Nations (UN) Agencies within the 
2030 Agenda.

Facilitating access to and effective utilisation 
of affordable financial products and services—
such as payments, savings, and insurance—
enhances economic resilience and propels 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview
https://www.cgap.org/research/publication/achieving-sustainable-development-goals
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inclusive development. However, generalized 
financial inclusion efforts often fail to account 
for the distinct structural barriers that women 
encounter. Unlike men, women frequently 
navigate financial landscapes constrained by 
lower levels of digital literacy, irregular income 
streams typical of the informal sector, and 
reduced access to traditional collateral like 
land titles. Consequently, aggregate statistics 
on “access” can mask significant disparities in 
how women engage with and benefit from the 
financial system. To ensure that this specific 
gender disparity is accurately measured and 
addressed, this report moves beyond generic 
indicators to employ a multi-dimensional 
definition of financial inclusion based on the 
following domains of financial inclusion as 
follows: 

Access
Denotes the simplicity of obtaining 
products (e.g., account opening) and the 
availability and proximity of financial service 
providers (e.g., Automated Teller Machines 
(ATMs), mobile agents, etc.). Supply-side 
data, such as the Financial Access Survey 
(FAS) and fundamental account ownership 
metrics from Findex, are used extensively 
in the analysis of this dimension. 

Usage
Denotes the frequency, complexity, 
and variety of financial products that 
are employed, extending beyond basic 
transactions to credit, insurance, and 
complex savings products. This is the point 
at which demand-side data, particularly the 
detailed behavioural insights provided by 
FinScope surveys, becomes indispensable. 

6	 Bunde, A. O. (2024). The Digital Platform Economy Revolution and Entrepreneurship Ecosystem in Kenya. Available at SSRN 4954030

Quality
Denotes the financial product’s overall 
utility, affordability, reliability, and 
suitability for the user. A service that is 
of high quality is one that is specifically 
designed to address the distinctive 
economic realities of women, including 
decreased digital literacy, irregular income 
streams, and reduced collateral.

These three dimensions are mutually 
reinforcing rather than isolated metrics. Access 
serves as the necessary foundation, creating 
the infrastructure for inclusion. However, it is 
the Quality of financial products—specifically 
their relevance to women’s lives—that drives 
the transition from dormancy to active Usage. 
As evidenced by the “shallow inclusion” 
phenomenon, access without quality often 
results in low usage, failing to deliver the 
economic resilience intended by financial 
inclusion initiatives.

The four East African countries included in 
the study, namely Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda, 
and Tanzania, exemplifies a vibrant sub-
region marked by substantial economic 
growth, enhanced regional integration, and a 
pioneering transformation in financial service 
provision. The swift proliferation of mobile 
money, initiated by platforms such as M-Pesa 
in Kenya,6 has fundamentally transformed the 
financial environment, significantly augmenting 
the percentage of the population utilising formal 
financial instruments. The digital transformation 
has diminished conventional geographical 
obstacles and transaction expenses, establishing 
these East African countries as a pivotal case 
study on how technology fosters financial 
inclusion. However, aggregate regional trends 
conceal significant intra-regional variations that 
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necessitate country-specific analysis rather than 
generalization. For instance, Kenya exemplifies 
a mature ecosystem where mobile money has 
deepened integration with the formal banking 
sector, achieving the highest rates of bank usage 
in the region. In contrast, Rwanda’s inclusion 
story is uniquely characterized by policy-
driven interventions, such as the Mutuelle de 
Santé, which has driven insurance uptake to 27 
percent significantly higher than its neighbors. 
Meanwhile, Uganda and Tanzania illustrate 
distinct challenges; while mobile adoption is 
high, they grapple with steeper gender gaps 
in foundational access and, in Tanzania’s case, 
significantly lower physical agent density across 
vast rural areas. These divergent pathways 
underscore the limitation of a “one-size-fits-all” 
regional assessment.7

7	 Domingo, E., Arnold, S., & Apiko, P. (2023). Interoperability of digital payment systems: Lessons from the East African Community (No. 
357). ECDPM Discussion Paper.

8	 The gender gap in account ownership in developing economies has narrowed to 5 percentage points. This represents a continued 
historic decline, down from 6 percentage points in 2021 and 9 percentage points in 2011.

9	 Gonfa, D. B. (2024). The Impact of Digital Finance on Financial Inclusion in East African Countries.

Nonetheless, despite this extensive 
advancement, evidence repeatedly 
demonstrates a continuing disparity in access 
to and utilisation of financial services between 
men and women.8 This study utilises data 
from Findex, the Financial Access Survey, 
and FinScope to give a status report on 
financial inclusion and gender, featuring Sex-
Disaggregated Data (SDD) on selected financial 
inclusion metrics.SDD is crucial for promoting 
financial inclusion as it converts an intangible 
issue into a quantifiable concern, facilitating 
evidence-based policymaking and the 
development of focused, successful initiatives. 
Without SDD, correctly identifying the financial 
inclusion gender gap and understanding its 
underlying reasons is impossible, rendering 
the objective of achieving complete financial 
inclusion unrealistic.

While numerous studies track the headline growth of financial access in East Africa, this report 
distinguishes itself by moving beyond the binary metric of “account ownership.” By uniquely 
triangulating three distinct datasets, global benchmarks (Global Findex), granular behavioral data 
(FinScope), and supply-side infrastructure metrics (IMF FAS) this study offers a more rigorous 
diagnosis of the ecosystem. It shifts the analytical focus from quantity (how many women have 
accounts) to quality (how effectively these services support economic resilience). In doing so, it 
exposes the phenomenon of “shallow inclusion” and provides policymakers with precise, evidence-
based levers to convert dormant access into authentic Women’s Economic Empowerment.

1.2.	 Background 

The countries included in the study have 
been at the vanguard of the global digital 
finance revolution, yet considerable gender 
inequities persist, making research on financial 
inclusion for women crucial to achieving long-
term development goals. Financial inclusion 

is no longer only about having an account but 
about achieving a specific goal such Women’s 
Economic Empowerment (WEE). Previous 
research, notably on the impact of mobile 
money in East Africa, confirms its revolutionary 
potential.9 Access to services such as M-Pesa 
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in Kenya has been associated to lower severe 
poverty rates, increased consumption, and 
resilience to economic shocks. Women who 
are financially included are better positioned 
to fund household objectives such as children’s 
education and health, as well as have more 
bargaining power over household spending 

10	 Suri, T., & Jack, W. (2018). The Long-Term Effects of Access to Mobile Money in Kenya. Innovations for Poverty Action, https://www. 
poverty-action. org/study/long-term-effects-access-mobile-money-kenya (accessed 8 February 2018).

11	 Mpofu, F. Y. (2023). Gender disparity and digital financial inclusion in advancing the attainment of sustainable development goals in 
developing countries. International Journal of Innovation in Management, Economics and Social Sciences, 3(3), 49-70.

12	 World Bank. (2025). The Global Findex Database 2025: Connectivity and Financial Inclusion in the Digital Economy. Washington, DC: 
World Bank.

13	 International Monetary Fund. (2025). Financial Access Survey [Data set]. Retrieved from https://data.imf.org/en/datasets/IMF.STA:FAS

and asset management.10 However, the results 
are not guaranteed; for financial inclusion to 
transfer into WEE, it must be accompanied 
by complementing programs that address 
structural impediments such as low digital 
literacy, gender stereotypes, and unequal 
property ownership.11

The financial inclusion data landscape in East Africa relies on two primary sources, which differ in 
their availability of SDD, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Primary Data Sources for Financial Inclusion Statistics in East Africa

Countries in East Africa, especially Kenya, 
Uganda, and Tanzania, exhibit high rates of 
mobile money adoption. However, research 
indicates that the data available is often 
not sufficiently detailed to accurately reflect 
women’s usage patterns and the quality of 
services, especially in relation to credit and 

non-bank formal services, as highlighted in the 
2024 Findex12 and FAS13. Previous research has 
consistently demonstrated the enduring nature 
of the gender gap in East Africa, despite the 
region’s significant advancements in overall 
financial inclusion. Research frequently utilises 
FinScope and Global Findex data to illustrate 

Demand-Side 
Data

Regularly collected 
through large-scale 
surveys like the World 
Bank’s Global Findex 
and FinScope surveys, 
this data is the primary 
source for revealing 
gender gaps in access 
and usage (e.g., account 
ownership, savings, 
and borrowing). These 
surveys have been 
instrumental in showing 
the overall financial 
inclusion picture, 
which is generally high 
in the EAC, but with a 

persistent gender gap.

Supply-Side Data

Data collected by central 
banks and financial 
regulators from Financial 
Service Providers (FSPs) (e.g., 
the IMF’s Financial Access 
Survey ). While essential for 
policymaking, the systematic 
collection of SDD on variables 

like loan values, account 
activity, or delinquency rates 
remains challenging due to 
legacy IT systems, a lack of 
standardized reporting, and 
limited regulatory mandates 
in some countries.

https://www. poverty-action. org/study/long-term-effects-access-mobile-money-kenya
https://www. poverty-action. org/study/long-term-effects-access-mobile-money-kenya
https://data.imf.org/en/datasets/IMF.STA:FAS
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that women are less likely than men to possess 
formal bank or mobile money accounts, exhibit 
a greater dependence on informal services 
(such as savings groups), and, when included, 
typically have lower loan and savings amounts 
(the intensive margin gap).14

Studies indicate that the gender gap in financial 
inclusion is significantly affected by structural 
inequalities, including reduced female income, 
restricted access to land and collateral, and 
disparities in digital access, such as lower mobile 

14	 Loaba, S. (2023). Gender-related differences in Access to Financial Account in Sub-saharan Africa. International Economic Journal, 
37(4), 601-617.

15	 Maluleke, R. (2025). Gender Series Volume XII: Financial Inclusion through A Gender Lens.

16	 Reynolds, T. W., Biscaye, P. E., Leigh Anderson, C., O’Brien-Carelli, C., & Keel, J. (2023). Exploring the gender gap in mobile money aware-
ness and use: evidence from eight low and middle income countries. Information Technology for Development, 29(2-3), 228-255.

17	 Central Bank of Kenya. (2025). Kenya National Financial Inclusion Strategy (2025–2028). Nairobi: Central Bank of Kenya. https://www.
centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Kenya-National-Financial-Inclusion-Strategy-2025-2028.pdf

18	 Central Bank of Kenya. (2022). National Payments Strategy 2022–2025. Nairobi: Central Bank of Kenya. 
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/National-Payments-Strategy-2022-2025.pdf

19	 Government of Rwanda. (2017). 7 Years Government Programme: National Strategy for Transformation (NST 1) 2017–2024. Kigali: 
Republic of Rwanda. https://www.minecofin.gov.rw/fileadmin/user_upload/Minecofin/Publications/STRATEGIES/National_Strate-
gy_for_Transformation_NST1.pdf

20	 Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning (MINECOFIN). (2025). Financial Sector Development Strategy (FSDS) 2025–2030. 
Kigali: Republic of Rwanda. https://www.minecofin.gov.rw/news-detail/rwanda-unveils-financial-sector-development-strate-
gy-2025-2029-to-drive-inclusive-economic-transformation

21	 Bank of Uganda & Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development. (2023). National Financial Inclusion Strategy II (2023–

phone ownership and digital literacy among 
women.15 Numerous studies on countries such 
as Kenya and Rwanda indicate that, despite a 
significant narrowing of the access gap due to 
mobile money, a considerable gap persists in 
the meaningful utilisation of advanced financial 
products and in women’s control over the 
funds in their accounts.16 The findings highlight 
a transition from assessing mere access to 
evaluating the comprehensive outcomes and 
impacts of financial inclusion on women’s lives.

1.3.	 Policy Context and Guiding 
Frameworks for the Focus Countries 

The four selected countries at the national level 
are implementing revised or newly established 
National Financial Inclusion Strategies (NFIS) 
that emphasise enhanced financial integration 
rather than mere account ownership. The NFIS 
2025–202817 and National Payments Strategy 
2022–2025 of Kenya specifically aim to support 
women and MSMEs through programs such 
as the Women Entrepreneurs (WE) Finance 
Code to address the deterioration of financial 
health.18 

Rwanda’s approach, based on the National 
Strategy for Transformation (NST1)19 and 
the Financial Sector Development Strategic 
Plan (FSDS 2025–2030),20 has effectively 
employed policy-driven insurance to achieve 
96% inclusion and is now shifting focus to 
augmenting private sector credit for women-led 
enterprises. Likewise, Uganda’s NFIS II (2023–
2028) emphasises gender-inclusive finance by 
requiring the collection of sex-disaggregated 
data (SDD) to address its 13.9% formal credit 
deficit,21 whereas Tanzania’s National Financial 

https://www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Kenya-National-Financial-Inclusion-Strategy
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Kenya-National-Financial-Inclusion-Strategy
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/National-Payments-Strategy-2022-2025.pdf
https://www.minecofin.gov.rw/fileadmin/user_upload/Minecofin/Publications/STRATEGIES/National_Strate
https://www.minecofin.gov.rw/fileadmin/user_upload/Minecofin/Publications/STRATEGIES/National_Strate
https://www.minecofin.gov.rw/news-detail/rwanda-unveils-financial-sector-development-strategy-2025-2
https://www.minecofin.gov.rw/news-detail/rwanda-unveils-financial-sector-development-strategy-2025-2
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Inclusion Framework III (2023–2028) enhances 
the achievements of its predecessor by 
concentrating on the financial well-being of 
disproportionately marginalised groups.22

This study is consistent with the Treaty for the 
Establishment of the East African Community 
(EAC), particularly Articles 121 and 122, which 
require Partner States to abolish laws and 
customs that obstruct women’s access to credit 
and property.23 The EAC Gender Policy (2025) 
enhances these regional initiatives by establishing 
a comprehensive framework for women’s 
engagement in the digital economy,24 while the 
EAC Cross-Border Payment System Masterplan 
(2025–2030) seeks to lower transaction costs for 
small-scale female traders through standardised 
regional payment systems.25

2028). Kampala: Republic of Uganda. https://fsduganda.or.ug/our-work/foundational-work/national-financial-inclusion-strategy/

22	 National Council for Financial Inclusion. (2023). National Financial Inclusion Framework (2023–2028). Dar es Salaam: Bank of Tanza-
nia. https://www.bot.go.tz/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/NATIONAL-FINANCIAL-INCLUSION-FRAMEWORK-2023-2028.pdf

23	 East African Community (EAC). (1999). Treaty for the Establishment of the East African Community. Arusha: EAC Secretariat. https://
www.eala.org/uploads/Treaty_for_the_Establishment_of_the_EAC2.pdf

24	 East African Community (EAC). (2025). East African Community Gender Policy. Arusha: EAC Secretariat.  
https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/mul214448.pdf

25	 East African Community (EAC). (2025). The East African Community Cross-Border Payment System Masterplan. Arusha: EAC Secretar-
iat. https://www.brb.bi/sites/default/files/2025-10/EAC-PAYMENT-SYSTEMS-MASTERPLAN.pdf

26	 Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI). (2011). The Maya Declaration on Financial Inclusion: A Commitment to Making Financial Inclusion a 
Reality. Riviera Maya: AFI Global Policy Forum. https://www.afi-global.org/about-afi/maya-declaration/

27	 African Union. (2018). African Union Strategy for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 2018–2028. Addis Ababa: African 
Union Commission. https://au.int/en/documents/20210310/au-strategy-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment-2018-2028

The report’s principles are ultimately 
corroborated by international and regional 
standards, including Sustainable Development 
Goals 5 (Gender Equality) and 8 (Decent Work), 
which recognise financial inclusion as an 
essential driver of economic empowerment. 
All four governments, as members to the AFI 
Maya Declaration, have pledged to diminish 
the gender gap through evidence-based, 
data-driven legislation.26 The African Union 
(AU) Strategy for Gender Equality (2020–2030) 
underpins these initiatives, establishing the 
African Women’s Decade on Financial and 
Economic Inclusion as a continental framework 
for enhancing women’s access to money.27

https://fsduganda.or.ug/our-work/foundational-work/national-financial-inclusion-strategy/
https://www.bot.go.tz/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/NATIONAL-FINANCIAL-INCLUSION-FRAMEWORK-2023-2028.pd
https://www.eala.org/uploads/Treaty_for_the_Establishment_of_the_EAC2.pdf
https://www.eala.org/uploads/Treaty_for_the_Establishment_of_the_EAC2.pdf
https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/mul214448.pdf
https://www.brb.bi/sites/default/files/2025-10/EAC-PAYMENT-SYSTEMS-MASTERPLAN.pdf
https://www.afi-global.org/about-afi/maya-declaration/
https://au.int/en/documents/20210310/au-strategy-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment-2018-2028


Financial Inclusion And Gender In Selected East African Countries8

1.4.	 Study Objectives 

The primary objectives of the report examining Financial Inclusion and Gender in Kenya, Rwanda, 
Uganda, and Tanzania are designed to assess the existing disparities in the uptake and usage of financial 
services between men and women, and to offer actionable, evidence-based recommendations for 
future policy interventions, as illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Study Objectives

To synthesize previous studies on 
women’s financial inclusion in East 

Africa to contextualize current findings, 
highlight successful models, and formulate 

concrete, context-specific recommendations 
for policymakers and financial institutions 

to systematically close identified gender 
disparities and accelerate inclusive growth.

To assess the current state of the gender 
gap in financial inclusion across the four 
selected EAC nations. This moves 
beyond simple access metrics to 
analyze differences in the usage 
and quality of financial products 
(savings, credit, insurance, digital 
services) between men and women.



Methodology And 
Technical Approaches 
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This comparative analysis employs a multi-
source, mixed-method approach utilising 
three distinct, internationally recognised, 
and sex-disaggregated datasets to provide a 
comprehensive and triangulated perspective 
on the financial inclusion gender gaps in Kenya, 

28	 The EAC comprises eight partner states: Democratic Republic of the Congo, Republic of Burundi, Republic of Kenya, Republic of 
Rwanda, Federal Republic of Somalia, Republic of South Sudan, Republic of Uganda, and United Republic of Tanzania.

Rwanda, Uganda, and Tanzania. Even though 
the study should have ideally included all eight 
partner countries of EAC28, these four countries 
are the only countries in EAC that have collected 
data on financial inclusion. 

2.1.	 Data Sources and Scope 

Table 1 concisely presents the three different data sources and their respective roles in measuring 
and understanding financial inclusion. The combination of demand-side surveys (Global Findex and 
FinScope) and supply-side administrative data (FAS) provides a comprehensive perspective.

Table 1: Key Data Sources for Financial Inclusion Analysis

Data source Type Purpose and Key Insight

Global Findex 
(2024)

Demand-Side 
Survey

The Global Findex provides key findings that are highly 
focused on individual behaviours and gaps. This involves 
calculating the proportion of adults aged 15 and up who 
hold an account with a traditional financial institution or a 
mobile money provider. Furthermore, it enables extensive 
research of digital payment behaviours, tracking how 
consumers use modern technology for transactions. The 
survey, which provides data disaggregated by criteria 
such as gender, income, and geography, is critical for 
identifying and tracking progress in closing the gender gap 
and ensuring that development efforts reach the most 
disadvantaged groups.

The data collected enables policymakers and organisations 
to track progress over time, track targets such as the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goal 8.10.2 on financial 
inclusion and inform the development of targeted national 
financial inclusion policies. It goes beyond measuring the 
availability of services to assessing actual access and usage 
patterns for saving, borrowing, and making payments.
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Data source Type Purpose and Key Insight

FinScope 
(2023 and 
2024)

Demand-Side 
Survey

The FinScope Survey is intended to provide an in-depth, 
demand-side analysis of financial behaviour by focussing on 
individual consumers or, in some iterations, MSMEs. Unlike 
larger surveys, FinScope seeks to capture a comprehensive 
picture by investigating the use, quality, and barriers 
associated with financial products and services, including 
both formal and informal channels (such as Village Savings 
and Loan Associations (VSLAs).

The primary insights derived from FinScope data are critical 
for detailed policy formulation and product development. 
A significant emphasis is placed on granular behavioural 
analysis, such as analysing saving and borrowing behaviours 
at a deeper level than simple account ownership statistics 
permit.

Financial 
Access Survey 
(FAS) (2024)

Supply-Side 
Administrative 
Data

FAS serves as the key supply-side administrative data 
source for monitoring worldwide financial inclusion. Its 
primary goal is to systematically examine institutional 
capability and regulatory environment by gathering 
annual, high-quality data directly from central banks and 
financial regulators across a nearly universal collection of 
economies. This provides an infrastructure-level picture of 
financial access, which contrasts with demand side surveys.

FAS data provides crucial insights into the formal financial 
sector’s physical and operational reach. This covers 
important measures on financial service reach, such 
as measuring the number of bank branches, ATMs, and 
mobile money agents per 100,000 adults. Policymakers can 
identify areas of infrastructure lag by examining physical 
access points and transaction volume.

For FinScope data, Table 2 provides further information.
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Table 2: FinScope survey data, various countries

Year Country Adult population 
category

Sample size Projected adult 
population

2024 Kenya 16+ 28, 275 53,300,000

2024 Rwanda 16+ 14,000 8,200,000

2023 Uganda 16+ 3,200 24,600,000

2023 Tanzania 16+ 9,915 34,134,251

TOTAL 27,115 120,234,251

2.2.	 Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework employed in this 
report aimed to utilise the various data types 
outlined in Table 1. These datasets are selected 
to complement one another by addressing 
specific analytical blind spots. While the Global 
Findex provides the necessary international 
benchmarking to track high-level access trends 
and SDG progress, it is supplemented by 
FinScope to provide deep behavioral insights 
into the “quality” of usage and reliance on 
informal mechanisms like VSLAs. Finally, the IMF 
Financial Access Survey (FAS) balances these 
demand-side perspectives with critical supply-
side administrative data, mapping the physical 
infrastructure (such as mobile money agent.

The analysis systematically assessed the status, 
quality, and significant gender disparities in 
financial inclusion across four East African 
countries, offering an evidence-based 
evaluation of the current financial landscape 
and the service models that underpin it. The 
focus was on the latest data for each country 
(2023/2024), providing a near-real-time 
comparative overview. The framework outlined 
in Table 3 is structured around three primary 
analytical pillars: overall financial inclusion, 
access, and usage.

Table 3: Key Analytical Dimensions (Thematic Areas)

Analysis Focus Indicator Purpose

Overall Financial Inclusion

National 
Inclusion 
Benchmarking

“Financially included 
(National)”

Establish the overall level of success in 
achieving inclusion for the adult population 
in each country.

Gender Inclusion 
Disparity

“Financially included 
(Gender Gap)”

Quantify the difference in overall 
inclusion rates between male and female 
populations.
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Analysis Focus Indicator Purpose

Service Model 
Decomposition

“Banked,” “Other formal 
(non-bank),” “Informal only” 
percentages

Identify the primary drivers of financial 
inclusion in each country (e.g., bank-led 
vs. mobile money/ Savings and Credit 
Co-operative Organisation SACCO-led 
model) and how these differ by gender.

Exclusion Rate “Excluded” percentage
Determine the hard-to-reach population 
segment that requires specialized policy 
intervention.

Access

Physical 
Outreach

“Number of commercial 
bank branches per 
100,000 adults” (FAS)

Assess the presence of traditional financial 
infrastructure and compare the density of 
bank branches across countries.

Automated 
Access

“Number of automated 
teller machines (ATMs) per 
100,000 adults” (FAS)

Evaluate the technological capacity for 
cash access and transaction automation.

Account 
Penetration 
Benchmark

“ Percentage of adults... 
with an account at a 
bank or other financial 
institution or with a mobile-
money-service provider” 
(Findex)

Establish the base level of access to any 
formal or semi-formal account, with a 
focus on the Gender Parity Index (GPI) for 
accounts.

Product Access
“Debit card ownership” 
(National, Male, Female, 
Gender Gap)

Measure access to foundational digital 
transaction tools for the population.

Usage

Formal Banking 
Engagement

“Percentage of adults who 
have or use products or 
services from licensed 
commercial banks” 
(FinScope)

Determine the extent to which the banked 
population actively uses the formal 
banking system beyond basic accounts.

Digital 
Transaction 
Adoption

“Made or received a 
digital payment ( per cent 
percentage 15+)” (National, 
Gender Gap, GPI)

Assess the functional utilization of digital 
finance and compare digital inclusion gaps 
with overall inclusion gaps.
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Analysis Focus Indicator Purpose

Risk 
Management/
Insurance

“Percentage of the adult 
population that are 
insured, have/use formal 
insurance mechanisms” 
(FinScope)

Measure the depth of financial resilience 
and compare the uptake of formal risk 
management products, particularly the 
gender gap in insurance.

Formal Credit 
Utilization

“Percentage of the adult 
population that borrow, 
have/use formal borrowing 
mechanisms” (FinScope)

Gauge the role of formal credit in 
supporting economic activity and 
livelihoods.

2.3.	 Technical Approach 

The analysis used in this report integrates quantitative descriptive statistics with comparative gap 
analysis, as presented in Table 4.

Table 4: Technical Approach

Analytical 
Component

Purpose 
/Function

Key Output 
/Insight

Comparative 
Descriptive 
Statistics

Generates and presents 
sex-disaggregated per 
centages and Gender Gap 
metrics ( percentage point 
differences).

Quantified Gender Disparities for core 
metrics (e.g., mobile money gender gap in 
Kenya vs. Uganda, formalized credit usage).

Gap Analysis 
(Access vs. 
Usage)

Distinguishes between the 
Access Gap (who has an 
account) and the Usage 
Gap (active, meaningful 
use).

Diagnosis of “Shallow Access”: Identifies 
services where women have an account but 
low active utilization and explains reliance on 
the informal sector.

Data 
Triangulation 
and Synthesis

Combines the 
complementary strengths 
of the three datasets for a 
comprehensive diagnosis.

Holistic Diagnosis: Uses Findex for 
comparability, FinScope for behavioral 
context (the “why”), and FAS for institutional 
perspective (the “how much” and “where”).

Policy Linkage

Connects quantitative 
findings (observed gaps) 
to the policy landscape 
(National Financial 
Inclusion Strategy (NFIS)/
laws).

Evidence-Based Recommendations: 
Determines if the observed gender gaps are 
explicitly addressed by gender-intentional 
policy objectives.



Status of 
Financial Inclusion  
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The status of financial inclusion across various 
domains is presented in this section, based 

on the analytical framework outlined in the 
methodology section.

3.1.	 Overall Financial Inclusion

The four focus countries in East Africa exhibit 
notable success in attaining elevated levels of 
financial inclusion, characterised by diverse service 
models. Kenya and Rwanda have achieved near-
universal inclusion, with rates of 90.1 per cent and 
96 per cent, respectively, the highest in the group. 
Uganda (81 per cent) and Tanzania (81.3 per 
cent) exhibit strong, albeit not universal, inclusion 
rates. The mechanisms driving inclusion in 
Service Model Differentiation exhibit considerable 
variation. Kenya and Rwanda demonstrate a 
model characterised by a predominance of ‘Other 
formal (non-bank)’ services, indicative of significant 
mobile money penetration.

In Kenya, 42.36 per cent of the population 
utilises these services, whereas in Rwanda, 
the percentage is 70 per cent. This indicates 
the region’s leading position in mobile-based 
financial services. Despite a high level of overall 
inclusion, the proportion of adults who are 
‘Banked’ remains comparatively low: 42.64 per 
cent in Kenya, 22 per cent in Rwanda, 14 per 
cent in Uganda, and 22.2 per cent in Tanzania. 
The data indicates that a significant proportion 
of the included adult population predominantly 
utilises non-traditional financial services. See 
Figure 3.

Figure 3: Status of overall financial inclusion in selected  East African  
countries (per cent), +16yrs and older

Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets
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The significant dependence on mobile money 
agents and non-bank formal services29 
characterises the East African model and 
represents a regional advantage relative to 
other regions of the world such as South Asia 
and certain areas of Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Latin America and the Caribbean 

29	  Refer to financial products and services provided by regulated institutions that are not traditional commercial banks.

(LAC) has faced challenges related to low and 
unequal access to formal financial systems for 
households. In contrast, East Africa has leveraged 
mobile technology to advance beyond traditional 
banking infrastructure, establishing a model of 
financial innovation recognised globally.

Gender Gap Analysis:
Figure 4 illustrates the gender gaps in key financial inclusion indicators across the four 
countries included in the study, highlighting a significant pattern of “shallow inclusion,” 
where advancements in basic access have not resulted in equitable utilisation of formal, 
value-adding financial services. Although the overall financial inclusion gaps are minimal 
(e.g., Kenya and Rwanda exhibit only a 1 percentage point difference between genders), 
significant disparities arise when analysing the depth and mechanisms of inclusion. The 
most pronounced gender disparities, characterised by a substantial predominance of 
male participation over female participation, are observed in Formal Banking. The disparity 
in access to licensed commercial banks is significant, with Rwanda exhibiting a peak of 10 
percentage points (Male 27 per cent compared to Female 17 per cent) and Kenya showing 
a notable gap of 11.3 percentage points (Male 48.4 per cent versus Female 37.1 per cent). 
This indicates that, despite significant mobile money adoption, women face challenges 
in transitioning to the core formal financial sector, which typically offers larger loans 
and investment services. A negative gender gap is evident in the Informal Only category, 
especially in Uganda and Tanzania, where women’s dependence on informal mechanisms, 
such as Village Savings and Loan Associations or rotating savings groups, surpasses that 
of men (e.g., Uganda: Female 17 per cent vs. Male 9 per cent). This suggests that these 
systems provide a more trusted, accessible, and flexible solution for women’s financial 
needs compared to the formal sector. The dual reality of high overall access coupled with 
significant gender gaps in critical areas such as formal financial services indicates that 
the financial system in the four East Africa countries continues to fall short in equipping 
women with the necessary tools for economic resilience and sustained growth.
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Figure 4: Gender gaps across Financial Inclusion Access Strands in EAC Region  
(percentage point difference between males and females), +16yrs and older

Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets

3.2.	 Access to Financial Services 

Enabling access to platforms for financial services 
represents the foundational step in progressing 
towards a financially inclusive society. Access 
points, including branches of Financial Services 
Providers (FSPs), mobile money agents, 
automated teller machines, and debit/credit 

cards, are essential for enabling both men and 
women to access financial services. Traditional 
access points such as banks remain essential for 
fostering a supportive environment for financial 
services. This report presents the status of both 
traditional and nontraditional access points.

3.2.1.	 Commercial bank branches

The density of commercial bank branches 
is consistently low across all four countries 
(Figure 5), indicating a considerable limitation 
in physical access for the general population. 
Uganda exhibits the lowest penetration rate, 
recording merely 2.08 branches per 100,000 
adults, with Tanzania following at 2.44 branches 
per 100,000 adults. Countries with the highest 
population densities, such as Rwanda (4.75) and 
Kenya (4.52), still function at relatively low levels 
compared to global standards. The limited 
number of branches illustrates the economic 

difficulties and inefficiencies associated with 
utilising physical banking institutions to cater 
to sparsely populated rural regions and low-
income clientele such as women. This finding 
supports the EAC’s “digital leapfrog” model, 
demonstrating that low-cost, decentralised 
Mobile Money Agents serve as a crucial 
alternative to costly bank branches.
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Figure 5: Geographical reach of commercial banks branches  
and ATMS (access points/100,000 adults)

Source: Estimated from the 2024 Financial Access Survey dataset

3.2.2.	 Automated Teller Machines

The density of ATMs as shown in Figure 5, 
which function as essential locations for cash 
withdrawal and basic transactions, exhibits 
comparable limitations. Kenya has the highest 
density of ATMs, with 6.4 per 100,000 adults, 
while Tanzania follows with 5.52. In contrast, 
Rwanda (3.5) and Uganda (3.6) exhibit the lowest 
densities of ATMs. Kenya’s elevated ATM count, 
along with significant mobile money utilisation, 

indicates a developed digital ecosystem that 
necessitates cash-out points to connect digital 
accounts with the largely cash-driven informal 
economy. In all countries, the low density of 
ATMs indicates that the main physical point of 
interaction for digital account users continues 
to be the prevalent Mobile Money Agent, rather 
than the automated infrastructure of banks.
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Rwanda exhibits the highest geographic 
agent density, with 5,856 agents per 1,000 km² 
attributed to the country’s limited geographical 
size and high population density, indicating that 
its digital infrastructure covers the entire nation, 
ensuring that nearly all areas have access to an 
agent. Kenya, with 487 agents, and Uganda, with 
402 agents, exhibit lower but still substantial 
geographic densities. Figure 6, further illustrate 
the extensive dimensions of these countries 

and the difficulties associated with expanding 
infrastructure into expansive, rural, or arid 
areas. Tanzania ranks last in the group, with 156 
agents per 1,000 km2. The low density suggests 
that, despite a large population, the agent 
network’s coverage remains sparse across 
its extensive land area, resulting in physical 
distance being a consistent barrier to digital 
access in specific regions.

Figure 6: Geographical Distribution of Mobile Money Agents  
(Number and Coverage of Mobile Money Agents)

Source: Author `s Calculation based on the 2024 Financial Access Survey dataset
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3.2.4.	 Account Ownership

Kenya demonstrates the highest rate of account 
ownership, with 90.1 per cent of its adult 
population holding an account. The widespread 
access is attributable to the established and 
leading mobile money system, M-Pesa. Kenya’s 
elevated rate serves as a benchmark for 
emerging markets worldwide, illustrating that 
digital innovation can effectively overcome 
access barriers. Rwanda has a national account 
ownership rate of 81 percent. Uganda (72.8 
percent) and Tanzania (81.3 percent) exhibit 
relatively high, yet more moderate, levels of 

foundational access in comparison to Kenya and 
Rwanda. The high national account ownership 
rates across all four countries, particularly when 
contrasted with the low density of physical bank 
branches, underscore that mobile money is the 
primary driver of financial inclusion in the four 
East African countries included in the study. 
This model has demonstrated significantly 
greater effectiveness in achieving widespread 
access compared to the bank-centric models 
commonly found in various other developing 
regions. Refer to Table 5.

Table 5: Account ownership, +15yrs and older (per cent)

Country Male Female National Gender Gap
Gender 
Parity Index

Kenya 93.9 86.5 90.1 7.4 0.9

Rwanda 55.8 45.0 50.0 10.8 0.8

Uganda 80.3 66.4 72.8 13.9 0.8

Tanzania 65.3 54.9 59.8 10.4 0.8

Source: Estimated from the 2024 Findex  dataset
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Gender Gap Analysis: 
The gender gap, defined as the percentage point difference in account ownership between 
males and females, is narrowest in Rwanda and widest in Uganda. Kenya exhibits a narrow 
disparity of 7.4 percentage points (Male: 93.9 per cent vs. Female: 86.5 per cent), indicating 
the advanced maturity and efficacy of its mobile money ecosystem in facilitating equitable 
foundational access. Rwanda exhibits the smallest disparity within the group, with a 
difference of 10.8 percentage points (Male: 55.8 per cent compared to Female: 44.9 per 
cent). Uganda exhibits the largest disparity at 13.9 percentage points (Male: 80.3 per cent 
vs. Female: 66.37 per cent), indicating that a significant segment of the female population 
is still excluded from fundamental formal financial services, trailing behind its East African 
Community counterparts. Tanzania exhibits a significant disparity of 13.4 percentage 
points (Male: 78.8 per cent vs. Female: 65.3 per cent), positioning it similarly to Uganda 
and highlighting ongoing structural obstacles for women in obtaining mobile phones and 
official identification necessary for account ownership. 

The high rates of account ownership and the comparatively small gaps—unlike the 14-
18 percentage point disparities observed in regions such as the Middle East and North 
Africa30—support the mobile money model as an effective instrument for promoting initial 
financial inclusion in Sub-Saharan Africa, especially within the EAC region.

30	  World Bank. (2021). The Global Findex Database 2021: Financial Inclusion, Digital Payments, and Resilience in the Age of COVID-19. 
Washington, DC: World Bank.

3.2.5.	 Debit card ownership

Debit card ownership in the four countries is 
comparatively low (As shown in Table 6), despite 
high overall account ownership driven by mobile 
services. This indicates a continued reliance on 
cash-in cash-out (CICO) agent networks and 
mobile peer-to-peer (P2P) transfers, rather 
than on card-based point-of-sale (POS) and 
e-commerce transactions. Kenya has the 
highest rate of debit card ownership in the 
region, with 19.5 Per cent of the adult population 
possessing a debit card. Nonetheless, this 
figure remains modest, indicating that despite 
its advanced digital reputation, a significant 

proportion of Kenyan adults with mobile money 
accounts lack the corresponding physical card 
for formal merchant transactions. Uganda 
(18.0 per cent) and Tanzania (14.5 per cent) 
exhibit comparable low ownership rates, 
suggesting that the digital payment culture has 
not significantly shifted towards card usage 
for purchases, with a continued emphasis on 
mobile wallets. Rwanda’s debit card ownership 
is not explicitly stated; however, it is anticipated 
to be low due to the financial inclusion model 
that prioritises mobile wallets as the main 
transactional interface.
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Table 6: Debit Card Ownership (per cent)31 +15yrs and older

Country Male Female National Gender Gap
Gender Parity 
Index

Kenya 24.9 14.4 19.5 10.5 0.6

Uganda 19.5 16.6 18.0 2.9 0.9

Tanzania 18.4 10.3 14.1 8.1 0.6

Source: Estimated from the 2024 Financial Access Survey dataset

Gender Gap Analysis: 
The data indicates a persistent and substantial gender gap in access to debit cards, 
suggesting that women are disproportionately marginalised in the advancement of 
payment digitisation. 

	� Kenya demonstrates the most significant absolute gender gap, measuring 10.5 
percentage points (Male: 24.9 per cent compared to Female: 14.4 per cent). This 
disparity indicates that men are nearly twice as likely as women to possess a debit 
card, implying that the significant ownership of mobile money accounts by women has 
not resulted in equivalent access to the formal banking products necessary for card 
issuance. 

	� Tanzania exhibits a notable disparity, with male ownership at 18.4 per cent, 
considerably surpassing female ownership at 10.5 per cent. The observed 
disparity, along with the low overall usage rates, indicates that Tanzanian women 
encounter substantial obstacles in accessing formal digital payment instruments.  
Uganda exhibits the smallest disparity at 2.9 percentage points (Male: 19.5 percent 
compared to Female: 16.6 percent). 

	� Uganda’s relative success in addressing the gender gap indicates the possibility of 
more inclusive banking and mobile linkage strategies or a distinct demographic profile 
of its mobile money users in comparison to Kenya and Tanzania.

31	  Rwanda is not included in the table due to lack of sex-disaggregated data from the 2024 FAS 
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3.3.	 Usage of Financial Services

The Usage of Financial Services is pivotal 
transitioning the analytical emphasis from 
account ownership to the active, meaningful, 
and equitable utilisation of financial tools 
for economic participation and resilience. As 
previously noted, a large part of East Africa 
exhibits high foundational access, primarily 
driven by mobile money, which often conceals 
significant disparities in usage. Possessing an 
account alone does not provide the advantages 

of financial empowerment, including secure 
saving, formal borrowing for business 
investment, or risk management through 
insurance. The report focusses on usage, 
advancing beyond positive headline access 
statistics to deliver a thorough, evidence-based 
analysis of the barriers hindering the complete 
economic empowerment of women and other 
marginalised groups.

3.3.1.	 Banking

The proportion of adults utilising products 
or services from central bank-regulated 
commercial banks is minimal throughout 
the four countries as can be seen from Table 
7, indicating that most financial inclusion is 
facilitated by non-bank digital services. Kenya 
exhibits the highest rate of commercial bank 
usage at 42.64 per cent, indicating a more 
developed and integrated financial ecosystem 
characterised by a significant portion of the 
population utilising both mobile money and 
traditional banking services. 

The penetration of banking services in the 
other countries included in the study is notably 
low, with Uganda at 14 per cent, Rwanda at 22 
percent, and Tanzania at 22.2 percent, indicating 
significantly lower usage rates. This indicates 
the prevalence of the non-bank, mobile money 
model in these countries, highlighting the 
restricted accessibility and significance of 
conventional commercial banking products for 
the broader market.

Table 7: Usage of products and services from licensed commercial 
and regulated banks (per cent), +16yrs and older

Country Male Female National Gender Gap
Gender Parity 
Index

Kenya 48.4 37.1 42.6 11.3 0.8

Rwanda 27.0 17.0 22.0 10.0 0.6

Uganda 18.0 10.0 14.0 8.0 0.6

Tanzania 26.8 18.1 22.2 8.7 0.7

Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets
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Gender Gap Analysis: 
Table 6 demonstrates a pervasive Gender Gap in Formal Banking Usage, serving as a 
significant indicator of structural inequality. The gender gap varies from 8.0 percentage 
points in Uganda to 11.3 percentage points in Kenya. In all four countries, men exhibit a 
significantly higher likelihood than women to utilise sophisticated financial products such 
as loans, mortgages, or investments provided by licensed banks. The ongoing disparity is 
significant as it identifies the issue of “shallow inclusion.” Despite a minimal overall account 
ownership gap in the four countries included in the study, a significant disparity in the 
utilisation of commercial bank services indicates that the high rate of female mobile money 
adoption has not yet resulted in equitable integration into the primary financial sector. The 
disparity is frequently linked to systemic obstacles that disproportionately impact women, 
including insufficient property ownership (which is necessary for collateral to obtain bank 
loans), lower and more inconsistent income from the informal sector, and occasionally, 
a deficiency in the requisite documentation or financial literacy essential for accessing 
formal banking services. This disparity in usage limits women’s ability to engage in large-
scale investment and economic growth.

3.3.2.	 Digital Financial Services 

The national usage rates for digital payments 
are notably high, highlighting the region’s status 
as a global leader in mobile-based transaction 
volume and frequency. Kenya demonstrates 
regional leadership, with 89.28 per cent of 
adults engaging in digital payment transactions. 
The widespread adoption of platforms such as 
M-Pesa illustrates their significant maturity and 
successful integration into everyday economic 
activities, functioning as the primary method 
for various transactions, including peer-to-peer 
transfers and merchant payments. Uganda 
and Tanzania exhibit strong, yet comparatively 
lower, national usage rates of 72.82 per 

cent and 67.55 per cent, respectively. The 
elevated figures are primarily attributed to 
robust mobile money adoption, placing these 
countries significantly above the Sub-Saharan 
African average for digital transactions. Rwanda 
demonstrates the lowest utilisation of digital 
payments at 50.02 per cent among the four 
countries analysed. Rwanda exhibits high 
overall account ownership; however, the lower 
transactional activity indicates a less developed 
digital transaction ecosystem or a greater 
dependence on cash-out for final use relative 
to Kenya.
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Figure 7: Digital Financial Services utilisation (per cent), +15yrs and older

Source: Estimated from the 2024 Findex  dataset

Gender Gap Analysis: 
The gender gap in digital payment usage is a significant metric, as it is directly associated 
with WEE. The largest gender gaps are observed in Uganda (13.9 percentage points) and 
Tanzania (12.8  percentage points). This disparity suggests that women in these countries, 
even if they possess an account, are considerably less likely to engage in digital transactions 
compared to their male counterparts. This functional exclusion restricts business efficiency 
and autonomy, as women tend to frequently depend on agents or male family members for 
transactions. Kenya exhibits the smallest gender gap at 7.7 percentage points, indicating 
the equitable accessibility of its digital ecosystem. The smaller gap is significant, as research 
in Africa indicates that digital payments enhance women’s empowerment by providing 
increased control and privacy over their earnings, enabling them to allocate funds towards 
health, education, and business investments. The continuation of these disparities, even in 
nations with high access, is fundamentally linked to socio-economic and digital obstacles. 
Women frequently encounter greater obstacles in mobile phone ownership, accessing 
dependable internet, and achieving the requisite digital literacy to utilise mobile interfaces 
with confidence and security, thereby perpetuating the digital divide.
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3.3.3.	 Insurance

The utilisation of formal insurance products, 
including health, life, and property coverage, is 
the lowest among all analysed formal financial 
products, indicating a substantial gap in the 
financial safety net and economic resilience of 
the counties in the sub-region. Rwanda has the 
highest national insurance usage rate at 27 per 
cent, primarily due to its mandatory or heavily 
subsidised community-based health insurance 
schemes, known as Mutuelle de Santé. This 
success illustrates that policy intervention 
serves as the most effective mechanism for 
promoting widespread insurance adoption. 
Uganda (2.1 %) and Tanzania (10.7 %) exhibit 
alarmingly low rates, suggesting that fewer

than one-tenth of their adult populations have 
a formal mechanism for risk management. The 
limited adoption results in households being 
significantly susceptible to health expenses, 
property damage, or income loss, which can 
lead to poverty or excessive dependence 
on informal coping strategies during crises. 
Despite possessing the most developed and 
innovative financial sector in the region, Kenya’s 
insurance usage rate stands at only 21 percent, 
highlighting the challenges in promoting 
voluntary, market-based insurance products, 
even with the presence of advanced digital 
platforms.  See Table 8.

Table 8: Adult population that are insured, have/use formal 
insurance mechanisms (per cent), +16yrs and older

Country Male Female National Gender Gap
Gender 
Parity Index

Kenya 26.9 15.5 21.0 11.3 0.6

Rwanda 31.0 24.0 27.0 7.0 0.8

Uganda 2.8 1.5 2.1 1.4 0.5

Tanzania 10.9 9.8 10.3 1.1 0.9

Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets
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Gender Gap Analysis: 
The insurance market in the countries included in the study exhibits significant structural 
and challenging gender disparities, which directly affect women’s economic stability. Kenya 
exhibits a significant gender disparity in insurance coverage, with a gap of 11.3 percentage 
points (Males: 26.9 per cent vs. Females: 15.5 per cent). Men are almost twice as likely as 
women to possess formal protection. The significant deficit is particularly concerning as 
women typically hold the primary responsibility for household consumption management. 
In the event of an uninsured shock, it is their savings and assets that are most likely to be 
depleted first. The smaller disparities in Uganda (1.4  percentage points) and Tanzania (1.1 
percentage points) may be deceptive. The data indicate consistently low national usage 
rates. A small gap in service usage among a population does not indicate equality; instead, 
it reflects a collective exclusion from risk protection.

3.3.4.	 Pension

The formal pension coverage is significantly low 
and marked by substantial inequality as shown 
in Table 9, indicative of the region’s largely 
informal labour market framework. Pension 
coverage is also particularly low, with Rwanda 
at 26 per cent and Tanzania at the lowest 

participation rate of 3.6 per cent. This indicates 
that 80-90 per cent of the working population in 
these four countries face a high risk of poverty in 
retirement, primarily due to their dependence 
on the informal sector, which lacks participation 
in pension schemes.

Table 9: Pension Coverage (per cent), +16yrs and older

Country Male Female National Gender Gap
Gender 
Parity Index

Kenya 14.8 7.1 11.0 7.7 0.5

Rwanda 29.0 22.0 26.0 7.0 0.8

Uganda 5.8 1.9 3.8 3.9 0.3

Tanzania 4.9 2.4 3.6 2.5 0.5

Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets
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Gender Gap Analysis: 
The disparity in pension coverage between genders, although quantitatively less significant 
than that in formal banking or insurance, is structurally the most impactful factor 
contributing to long-term poverty among women. The disparity is most pronounced in 
Kenya, with a difference of 7.1 percentage points, and remains significant throughout the 
region. This disparity originates from women’s cumulative experience in the labour market. 

	� Women are disproportionately represented in the informal, low-wage sector, where 
pension schemes are either non-existent or voluntary. 

	� Career Interruptions: Women often exit the workforce for unpaid caregiving and 
domestic duties, resulting in reduced years of pension contributions. 

	� Reduced Earnings: Despite formal employment, the gender pay gap results in women 
contributing less capital over time. 

The biological factor of women’s longer lifespan compared to men’s exacerbates this gap. 
As a result, the reduced pension savings of women must be allocated over an extended 
retirement duration, thereby substantially heightening the risk of financial hardship and 
poverty among older women.
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3.3.5.	 Saving

Figure 8 indicates that the culture of saving is robust, with Rwanda demonstrating the highest national 
savings rate at 85 per cent, followed by Kenya at 68.1 per cent, both notably surpassing the average for 
the four countries. Tanzania reports the lowest saving rates among the adult population, at 40.7 percent.

Figure 8: Savings uptake (per cent), +16yrs and older
Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets

Gender Gap Analysis: 
Kenya and Uganda exhibit the most significant positive Gender Gaps in savings usage, 
with values of 12.6 and 12.9 percentage points, respectively. Men exhibit a significantly 
higher propensity to save compared to women. Rwanda exhibits the smallest disparity at 
3.0 percentage points, indicating a more equitable savings culture, potentially driven by 
elevated financial literacy and targeted policy initiatives. In nations such as Kenya, elevated 
savings rates among both genders are primarily linked to the utilisation of mobile money 
wallets, which function as the initial and frequently sole secure formal savings option for low-
income women, supplanting cash storage at home. Research by Tavneet Suri and William 
Jack in Kenya indicates that mobile money savings enhance women’s savings behaviour 
and, in certain instances, result in increased business investment. Despite the presence of 
mobile money, women in the East African Community, particularly in Kenya and other Sub-
Saharan African contexts, frequently exhibit a preference for informal mechanisms such 
as Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) or savings groups, even when accounting 
for income and education levels. This preference is influenced by the ability of informal 
groups to offer social collateral, immediate access to funds, and products that align with 
women’s high-frequency, low-value saving behaviours.
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3.3.6.	 Credit and borrowing

Figure 9 illustrates that the adult population 
in the four countries included in the study is 
actively participating in borrowing, primarily due 
to the widespread availability of mobile digital 
loans. Kenya exhibits the highest level of credit 
uptake in the region, with 64 per cent of its 
adult population participating in various forms 
of borrowing. This rate reflects a developed 

digital lending market in which platforms 
such as mobile money facilitate immediate, 
small-value loans, thereby rendering credit an 
accessible resource. Rwanda (63 per cent) and 
Tanzania (59.62 per cent) exhibit significant 
national borrowing rates, indicating that credit 
plays a crucial role in financial management and 
economic activity throughout the region.

Gender Gap Analysis:
As can be seen from Figure 9, the gender disparities in overall borrowing are quantitatively 
minimal, particularly in Rwanda (1.0 percentage points) and Tanzania (1.4  percentage 
points). The narrowness primarily results from the highly inclusive nature of mobile 
money’s digital micro-lending. Mobile money platforms utilise transaction history as a form 
of “alternative collateral,” allowing women, who often do not possess traditional collateral 
such as land titles, to obtain rapid, small loans. A structural financing gap continues to 
exist, despite the narrow overall disparity. The aggregate data obscures the persistent 
exclusion of women from high-value, formal commercial bank loans. The significant 
gender disparity noted in Formal Banking Usage indicates that men predominantly access 
the greater capital necessary for business growth, while women are constrained to the 
limited liquidity offered by digital micro-loans. Additionally, women frequently encounter 
substantial demand-side obstacles throughout Sub-Saharan Africa, such as self-exclusion 
from the formal credit market due to low perceived creditworthiness or apprehension 
regarding complex application procedures, despite the availability of supply.
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Figure 9: Borrowing/credit uptake (per cent), +16yrs and older

Source: Estimated from various FinScope datasets

3.3.7.	 Remittances

The data indicates that domestic remittances, 
defined as funds transferred within a country, 
constitute a fundamental economic activity, as 
illustrated in Table 10, predominantly facilitated 
by digital platforms. Kenya has the highest 
national percentage of adults participating in 
domestic remittances in the region, at 89.3 
percent. This illustrates the development and 
extent of M-Pesa, which converted internal 
transfers from an expensive, hazardous, 

and time-intensive physical procedure into an 
immediate digital process, facilitating commerce 
and financial transactions between urban and 
rural regions. Uganda (70.6 percent), Tanzania 
(57.1 percent), and Rwanda (50.0 percent) 
exhibit significant usage rates, indicating that 
digital remittances are an integral aspect of their 
national economies, essential for sustaining 
consumption and livelihoods.
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Table 10: Sent or received domestic remittances (percent), +15yrs and older

Country Male Female National Gender Gap
Gender 
Parity Index

Kenya 93.2 85.5 89.3 7.7 0.9

Uganda 77.0 65.1 70.6 11.9 0.8

Tanzania 61.9 52.9 57.1 8.9 0.9

Rwanda 55.8 45.0 50.0 10.8 0.8

Source: Estimated from the 2024 Findex  dataset

Gender Gap Analysis:
The gender gap in domestic remittances is typically smaller than in other categories of 
usage, such as formal credit or insurance, underscoring the inclusive characteristics 
of mobile money transfer systems. Kenya demonstrates the smallest disparity at 7.7 
percentage points, whereas Kenya and Uganda display the largest gap. Nevertheless, the 
broader disparities remain comparatively minor when juxtaposed with the gaps in formal 
banking access. The elevated, mobile-driven utilisation of domestic remittances illustrate 
both economic connectivity and a favourable avenue for women’s financial inclusion, 
offering a secure and immediate means for resource management and enhancing their 
economic engagement.



Conclusion and 
Recommendations 
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4.1.	 Conclusion

32	 FSD Africa. (2020). Financial Inclusion in the East African Community (EAC). https://fsdafrica.org/research/financial-inclusion-in-the-eac/

33	 FSD Africa. (2020). Gendered impact of COVID-19 on financial inclusion in the EAC. https://fsdafrica.org/research/gender-and-finan-
cial-inclusion/

34	 Financial Sector Deepening (FSD) Uganda. (2021). Gender Barriers to Access and Use of Financial Services by Women in Uganda.  
https://fsduganda.or.ug/gender-barriers-to-financial-inclusion/

The examination of financial inclusion in Kenya, 
Rwanda, Uganda, and Tanzania indicates 
that this region is a global leader in attaining 
extensive foundational access, largely propelled 
by the mobile money revolution.32 This 
success conceals ongoing and intricate gender 
disparities, indicating that the transition from 
basic access to substantial engagement and 
authentic WEE remains incomplete. 

The financial inclusion data for the four countries 
with data in EAC, indicates an overall financial 
inclusion rate of 87 percent. However, a notable 
gender disparity persists, with men at 89 percent 
and women at 86 percent. A notable trend of 
“shallow inclusion” is observed at the regional 
level, with only 25 percent of the population 
having formal banking access, a statistic that 
decreases to 21 percent for women in contrast 
to 30 percent for men. The region’s inclusion 
is primarily influenced by other formal (non-
bank) services, which serve 55% of the overall 
population and are utilised more by women 
(57%) compared to men (53%). Additionally, 
women are almost twice as likely to depend 
solely on informal mechanisms, with 9 percent 
of women classified as “informal only” in contrast 
to 5 percent of men. Despite the success of the 
sub-region in broadening basic financial access 
via non-banking channels, women experience 
higher total exclusion rates (14%) compared to 
men (11%) and are under-represented in the 
high-value formal banking sector.

The four East African countries included in the 
study demonstrate significant progress in basic 
account ownership, with countries such as 
Kenya (approximately 90.1 per cent) and Rwanda 
(approximately 96 per cent) reaching near-
universal inclusion benchmarks. The supply-side 
data indicates high densities of Mobile Money 
Agents, particularly in Rwanda’s geographic 
coverage and Kenya’s per-capita density, 
which have effectively bypassed the limitations 
of traditional banks’ physical infrastructure. 
Prior research conducted by Financial Sector 
Deepening (FSD) highlights a “Banking vs. 
Mobile Money Divide,” indicating that women 
predominantly occupy the mobile money 
sector.33 This analysis indicates a formal banking 
exclusion difference of 8.0 to 11.3 percentage 
points, suggesting that although the “access 
layer” is predominantly gender-neutral, the high-
value “wealth-building layer” of formal lending 
and investment is markedly male-dominated.

This gap is further exacerbated by a continual 
dependence on informal channels, especially in 
Uganda and Tanzania. The persistent preference 
for Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) 
reflects a strategic decision by women who value 
social trust, flexibility, and culturally relevant tools 
above the stringent obstacles posed by formal 
institutions.34 Moreover, the 11.3 percentage 
point disparity in insurance and the 7.7-point 
disparity in pension coverage constitute a 
systemic concern. Research on the “Gender 
Pension Gap” in the countries included in the 
study attributes these disparities to women’s 
over-representation in the informal sector and 

https://fsdafrica.org/research/financial-inclusion-in-the-eac/
https://fsdafrica.org/research/gender-and-financial-inclusion/
https://fsdafrica.org/research/gender-and-financial-inclusion/
https://fsduganda.or.ug/gender-barriers-to-financial-inclusion/
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their increased life expectancy, both of which 
heighten the risk of poverty in later age.35 

To tackle these issues, many regional “proof 
of concept” approaches offer an empirical 
foundation for systematic transformation. The 
Mutuelles de Santé in Rwanda exemplifies that 
policy-driven, subsidised health insurance may 
successfully eradicate gender disparities in 
insurance enrolment via a community-oriented 
strategy.36 Likewise, Kenya’s Mbao Pension 
Scheme exemplifies an essential model for 
bridging the pension gap by permitting informal 
workers to contribute a minimum of 20 KES daily 
through mobile money, thereby addressing 
the inconsistent cash flows characteristic of 
women’s economic circumstances.37 

In Tanzania and Uganda, advancements in 
Alternative Credit Scoring and Linkage Banking 
are dismantling conventional obstacles. Fintechs 
in Tanzania have effectively diminished credit 
discrepancies for small loans by employing 
mobile money transaction histories as alternative 
collateral, demonstrating that the shift from 
land-based collateral, typically not owned by 
women, is crucial for formal integration. In 
Uganda, the amalgamation of Village Savings 
and Loan Associations (VSLAs) with conventional 
banking institutions, exemplified as UGAFODE, 
enables women to preserve their informal trust 
networks while establishing a formal financial 
presence. These effective regional examples 
demonstrate that bridging the gender gap 
requires the formalisation of informal sectors 
and the creation of products that accurately 
represent the economic realities of women 
throughout East Africa.

35	  Arza, C. (2015). The Gender Dimensions of Pension Systems: Policies and Evidence in the Global South. UN Women. https://social-
protection-humanrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/ARZA-Fin.pdf

36	  World Bank. (2022). Rwanda: A Pioneer in Community-Based Health Insurance.  https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2022/04/13/
rwanda-a-pioneer-in-community-based-health-insurance

37	  Development Pathways. (2018). The Mbao Pension Plan: Savings for the Informal-Sector.  https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/
publications/the-mbao-pension-plan-savings-for-the-informal-sector/

Nevertheless, the data consistently indicates 
a diagnosis of “Shallow Inclusion,” wherein 
high account numbers do not correspond to 
equitable access and utilisation of value-adding 
financial services. 

	� Although the overall inclusion gap is minimal 
(1 percentage point in overall inclusion for 
Kenya/Rwanda), notable disparities arise in 
the utilisation of formal, high-value products. 

	� Formal banking exclusion exhibits a 
significant gender gap in usage, ranging 
from 8.0 to 11.3 percentage points. This 
indicates that although women have mobile 
accounts, their integration into the primary 
formal financial sector, which provides 
considerable credit and investment 
opportunities, is markedly lower. 

	� Access to debit cards, a crucial instrument 
for formal point-of-sale and e-commerce 
transactions, reveals significant disparities, 
particularly in Kenya, where the gap is 
approximately 10.5 percentage points. This 
underscores a continued dependence on 
cash-in/cash-out agent networks rather 
than card-based transactions. 

	� Insurance utilisation is critically low overall, 
with a significant gender gap of 11.3 
percentage points observed in Kenya. This 
renders women especially susceptible to 
economic disruptions.

	� The gender gap in pension coverage, 
reaching 7.7 percentage points in Kenya, 
poses significant structural challenges. This 
disparity is exacerbated by women’s longer 
life expectancy and greater involvement in 
the informal sector, which directly elevates 
the risk of poverty in later life. 

https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/ARZA-Fin.pdf
https://socialprotection-humanrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/ARZA-Fin.pdf
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2022/04/13/rwanda-a-pioneer-in-community-based-health-insurance
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2022/04/13/rwanda-a-pioneer-in-community-based-health-insurance
https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/publications/the-mbao-pension-plan-savings-for-the-informal-sector/
https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/publications/the-mbao-pension-plan-savings-for-the-informal-sector/
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Digital Financial Services (DFS) serve as a 
significant equaliser for basic access and 
remittances, with disparities in Digital Payment 
Usage being notably smaller (Kenya: 7.75 
points) compared to those in formal banking. 
The utilisation of transaction history in mobile 
money as an alternative form of collateral has 
effectively reduced the credit uptake disparity 
for small loans, as demonstrated by the minimal 
overall borrowing gaps in Rwanda and Tanzania. 

Structural inequalities persistently obstruct 
women’s economic empowerment. 

Digital Literacy and Confidence:
Significat disparities in digital payment 
utilisation in Uganda and Tanzania 
indicate that socio-economic obstacles, 
such as reduced mobile phone ownership 
and limited digital literacy among women, 
continue to hinder their ability to fully 
benefit from digital transactions. 

Informal Sector Preference:
Women’s greater reliance on ‘Informal 
Only’ mechanisms, such as VSLAs, in 
countries like Uganda and Tanzania 
suggests that these systems provide 
a more trusted, flexible, and culturally 
appropriate financial tool compared to 
formal alternatives.

Collateral Constraints:
The significant disparity in formal bank 
usage is directly linked to collateral 
requirements, specifically the disparities 
in land and property ownership, which 
systematically exclude women from 
accessing higher-value, growth-enabling 
formal credit. 

Documentation and KYC Hurdles:
Formal banks typically require national 
identity cards, proof of residence, or 
formal employment letters. Many women, 
particularly those in rural or informal 
sectors, may lack these documents or 
have them registered in the name of a 
male head of household.

Minimum Balance  
and Maintenance Fees:
Banking institutions often require a 
minimum opening deposit and charge 
monthly maintenance fees. For women 
managing irregular, micro-frequency 
cash flows in the informal sector, these 
costs make maintaining a bank account 
economically unviable.

The East African Community has effectively 
digitised its access layer; however, future policy 
should focus on enhancing the quality and 
usage layer to convert financial inclusion into 
authentic Women’s Economic Empowerment. 
Rwanda’s success with community-based health 
insurance demonstrates that policy-driven, 
mandatory, or significantly subsidised adoption 
can effectively address low market uptake. 
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Addressing the gender gap identified in the four countries included in the study necessitates specific 
interventions that: 

Bridge the Formal/Informal Divide:
Create financial products that incorporate the trust and flexibility of informal groups within 
regulated frameworks. 

Emphasize Depth: 
Prioritise policies that support women’s transition from mobile money wallets to formal 
banking services, such as simplified loan collateral requirements and targeted financial 
literacy for advanced products. 

Promote Digital Equity:
Tackle the underlying factors contributing to the DFS usage gap by providing digital skills 
training and guaranteeing secure, private access to mobile services for women. 

The region’s advancement provides a model for digital leapfrogging; however, continuous effort is 
necessary to guarantee that this technological revolution equitably benefits all population segments, 
establishing financial inclusion as a fundamental aspect of shared prosperity.
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4.2.	 Recommendations 

The recommendations provided in this report aim to move the four countries included in the study 
beyond the ‘access success story’ towards a phase of profound and equitable financial utilisation 
that directly aligns with the SDG objectives presented in the introduction. Recommendations have 
been provided as various level as outlined in Table 10.

Table 11: Evidence-Based Recommendations for Advancing Gender 
Financial Inclusion in selected countries in East Africa

Stakeholder Primary 
Goal

Key Recommendations Based on 
Usage Gaps

Target Areas/
Impact

Regulators & 
Policymakers 
(Focus: 
Mandating 
Quality & 
Usage)

Bridge the 
“Shallow 
Inclusion” 
Gap by 
transforming 
access into 
WEE.

Mandate Gender-Lens Data (SDD): 
Require FSPs to report usage 
frequency, transaction volume, and 
product type (not just accounts).

Data & 
Accountability: 
Enables evidence-
based targeting of 
policy efforts.

Incentivize Formal Uptake: Offer tax 
breaks or regulatory sandboxes for 
FSPs that reduce the gender gap in 
formal credit/insurance. Develop 
programmes that strengthen 
informal businesses to grow into 
formal ones such as creating easy 
procedures to start businesses, tax 
breaks for small businesses and 
start ups.

Formal Banking 
Gap: Pushes banks 
to serve women 
for high-value 
products.

Alternative Collateral Rules: Review 
regulations to accept alternative 
data/transaction history (mobile 
money records) for women-led 
MSME loans.

Credit Gap: 
Overcomes 
property/collateral 
barriers to large 
loans.

Address Pension Gap: Develop 
portable, flexible contribution 
pension products leveraging mobile 
money platforms.

Long-Term Poverty 
Risk: Provides 
social security for 
informal workers.

Standardize Quality Metrics (QoS): 
Publish standards on product 
suitability, affordability, and tailored 
user experience for low-literacy 
users.

Quality Dimension: 
Ensures services 
meet the specific 
needs of women.
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Stakeholder Primary 
Goal

Key Recommendations Based on 
Usage Gaps

Target Areas/
Impact

Financial 
Service 
Providers 
(FSPs) (Focus: 
Designing 
for Women’s 
Economic 
Reality)

Increase 
active, 
meaningful 
usage of 
formal, 
value-adding 
products by 
women.

Design for Irregular Income: 
Introduce flexible, micro-frequency 
savings and micro-insurance 
products (e.g., daily/weekly micro-
deposits).

Savings & 
Insurance Gaps: 
Aligns products 
with informal sector 
income flows.

“Graduation Products”: Create 
subsidized, clear pathways to 
larger commercial bank loans for 
high-usage mobile micro-loan 
customers.

Formal Banking 
Gap: Moves women 
from micro-liquidity 
to business growth 
capital.

Enhance Digital Confidence: 
Develop simplified interfaces (e.g., 
voice-enabled) and gender-aware 
customer support (trained on 
security and trust issues).

Digital Usage 
Gap: Addresses 
digital literacy and 
security barriers 
(Uganda/Tanzania).

De-Risk Insurance Uptake: Design 
bundled products (e.g., linking 
health insurance premiums 
to airtime top-ups or savings 
transfers).

Insurance 
Gap: Simplifies 
purchase and 
increases 
affordability.

Donors & 
Cooperating 
Partners 
(Focus: 
Systemic 
Catalysis and 
Ecosystem 
Support)

Fund key 
innovations 
and address 
structural 
market 
failures, 
especially in 
the usage 
layer.

Invest in Gender-Focused Digital 
Literacy: Fund large-scale, culturally 
sensitive programs that include 
advanced product use (e.g., loan/
insurance application confidence).

Digital Skills 
Gap: Builds 
confidence and 
reduces functional 
exclusion.

Support Informal Sector Integration: 
Fund technical assistance for FSPs to 
develop Regulator-approved linkages 
between VSLAs/Savings Groups and 
formal credit scoring/accounts.

Informal Reliance 
Gap: Leverages 
women’s existing 
trust networks.

Fund Quality Access Infrastructure: 
Focus funding on expanding and 
ensuring quality of agent networks 
in remote/rural areas (Uganda/
Tanzania).

Geographical 
Access: Ensures 
physical proximity 
and service 
reliability.

Data Gap Filling: Finance high-
frequency FinScope surveys and 
specialized research on women’s 
control over funds and perception 
of quality.

Evidence Base: 
Provides deeper 
behavioral context 
to inform targeted 
solutions.
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