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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates which are the differential barriers that women face in accessing financial
services in the Latin America and the Caribbean Region. We identify and define the concept of
what it means to be financially excluded and included and through a description of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), in particular of the SDG 5, we analyse the weight and the
impact that gender inequality has on access to services and financial resources. This analysis
suggests us to investigate the barriers that hinder such access and therefore the equal financial
inclusion of women. Our investigation shows that these obstacles are of a different nature,
rooted in the socio-cultural context of the region. We underline the weight that these barriers
have in hindering the full physical, economic and decision-making autonomy of women, showing
how wide and complex the landscape is. These discoveries lead us to advance some proposals
and solutions that seem to be necessary if we want to promote full gender inclusion. The
overcoming of these differential barriers and the synergistic collaboration between several fields
of the private and public sphere of society is essential to achieve an equal gender access to
financial services.
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INTRODUCTION
« As long as women are economically and socially disempowered in the world of work and
in their homes and communities, growth will not be inclusive and we will not succeed in
ending poverty. » Antonio Guterres, Secretary-General of the United Nations

Gender and the rights of women
Steven Pinker, author of the book “Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism,
and Progress”, asserts that if we had to pick a time to come to life as human beings, we would
definitely pick this day and age, regardless of our origin (gender, religion or continent of birth).
Over the past two centuries, the world has progressed along every imaginable dimension.
Indeed, the incidence of extreme poverty has fallen to 9% of the world’s population, 80% of those
in the relevant age groups can now read and write, while the world is approaching gender parity
in access to education. Further, the rates of rape, homicides and domestic violence have
drastically plunged (Pinker, 2018).
The answer to Pinker’s question is very clear; living in the third millennium has been the best
time to live, thanks to the numerous political, economic, social, technological, environmental and
legal (PESTEL) advances that are constantly taking place. Nevertheless, there are still lots of
challenges and opportunities to improve the quality of life. In a similar vein, while offering
abundant empirical evidence, Rosling et al. (2018) show how the world, for all its imperfections,
is in a much better state than ever before. However, this does not mean that there are not real
concerns. In this research paper we address an important one.
In particular, as we look a bit closer at the status of women nowadays, fortunately our role has
changed in many ways and places. Prior to 1900, the role of women was seen as only being home
to educate the children, cook and clean; in other words, to be a housewife. From the 20th century
onwards, women have gained political, economic and social power by defending their rights
(Simpson, 2013).
Moreover, the first World Conference on the Status of Women was convened in Mexico City in
1975, during Women’s International Year. The Conference launched a new era in global efforts
to promote the advancement of women by opening a worldwide dialogue on gender equality. In
1977, the first Regional Conference on the Integration of Women into the Economic and Social
Development of Latin America and the Caribbean took place in Havana. On that occasion, the
member States gave ECLAC (the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean) the
mandate to convene a Regional Conference on Women, organized every three years. This
conference was supposed to become the main forum for the negotiation of an ambitious
Regional Gender Agenda. This Agenda comprises the commitments made by the Latin American
and the Caribbean governments on women’s rights and autonomy and gender equality. The
Regional Gender Agenda is the result of the political will and coordinated efforts of member
States, the active contribution of the women’s and feminist movements, the support of the
United Nations system and the inter-American human rights system. Synergies have been built
and the agenda has been strengthened and enhanced by the obligations assumed by States upon
ratification of the Convention of 1979 (ECLAC, 2017).
5

In 1979, the United Nations General Assembly adopted an international bill on the rights of
women, namely the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW). The convention includes 30 articles that describe what discrimination against women
exactly means and suggest an agenda to take action to end discrimination.
‘Discrimination against women’ can be defined as “...any distinction, exclusion or restriction made
on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition,
enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of the equality of
men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social,
cultural, civil or any other field” (UN Women, 2009). These human rights and fundamental
freedoms are the rights of all women. They cover the rights to vote, to participate in public life,
to acquire, change or retain one’s nationality, equality before the law and freedom of movement
as well as the rights to education, working, health and access to financial services (UNHR, 2014).
To meet the terms of CEDAW, most Latin American states revised their constitutions to guarantee
explicit equality between women and men and to affirm the dual-headed household
management, where both women and men represent the family and share responsibility for the
administration of its common property. It was in that decade that significant shifts in approaches
both by academic research and by policy-makers became significant. Moving towards an
understanding of the complexities of women’s employment and their productive activities, they
began to shift their focus from a universal concern with family-centered programs, which
assumed motherhood as the most important, if not the only, role for women in the development
process, to a diversity of approaches emphasizing the productive role of women. The bases were
laid for the development of a work on behalf of women, dedicated to the achieving of full gender
equality and the elimination of gender discrimination, an increased contribution by women in
the strengthening of world peace and the integration and full participation of women in
development. Added to this picture, it is the most recent result of the Regional Conference on
Women in Latin America and the Caribbean, achieved at its thirteenth session: the Montevideo
Strategy for Implementation of the Regional Gender Agenda within the Sustainable Development
Framework by 2030, adopted in 2016 by the member States of ECLAC. The purpose of the
Montevideo Strategy is to lead the implementation of the Regional Gender Agenda and ensure
that it serves as a guide for achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development at regional
level, from the perspective of gender equality, women’s autonomy and human rights. In that
context four structural challenges have been identified in the region: socioeconomic inequality
and poverty; discriminatory, violent and patriarchal cultural patterns and the predominance of a
culture of privilege; the sexual division of labour and unfair social organization of care; the
concentration of power and hierarchical relations in the public sphere (ECLAC, 2017).
Nowadays the adoption of this strategy seems essential, because despite the undisputed aims
gained during its history, if we shed light on the current state of things, deep gender gaps in
economic empowerment remain, the negotiation of women’s power in families and communities
are still at stake and the glass ceiling persists. In developing regions such as Latin America, girls
face early marriage, child labour and sexual violence. In turn, women in developed regions such
as Europe and North America are combating unequal pay amongst other forms of discrimination
(Watson, 2018). Rooted discriminatory norms are important stumbling blocks to further progress
and a cultural bias continues to twist women’s life. Given all these issues, it is important to call
attention and highlight them, in the hope of step-by-step changes about how society and
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communities work, by modifying laws and policies, conquering hearts and minds, and investing
in strong women organizations and movements (Global Fund for Women, 2018).
As stated in the SIGI Regional Report for Latin America and the Caribbean, the Social Institutions
and Gender Index prepared by the OECD Development Centre’s Social Cohesion Unit in 2017, the
Region has obtained huge results in gender’s equality progress compared to the other Regions
of the world. One of the most notable goals obtained by Latin America and the Caribbean is the
access of women into the labour market: female labour force participation rates are among the
highest globally (50%). Not only that, but the region has achieved successful results in the
women’s political representation, thanks also to the introduction of the quota system. Today
women of the Region sitting in Parliament are above the global average of 21% (UN Women,
2017).
Addressing these issues matters a lot. About one-half of the world’s population suffers from the
differential treatment, limited rights enforcement, and restricted access to opportunities implied
by various forms of discrimination and by the differential nature of the barriers encountered.
This is particularly the case among the most vulnerable people including children, women, old
people and people living in rural areas. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 121 million people
live in rural areas, which represent approximately 20% of the total regional population. Among
them, 59 million are women, accounting for 48 % of the total rural population and they represent
the most vulnerable population (OECD, 2017). Indeed, among the poorest of the poor, 330
million women and girls worldwide live below the international poverty line. This represents 4.4
million more than in the case of men (UN Women, 2018). Thus, it is a matter of social justice as
well as indispensable for poverty alleviation to provide women and girls with the same
opportunities in terms of education, healthcare, decent work and representation in political and
economic decision processes as well as access to financial services.
Gender-responsive policies, increased investments in key social programs and legislative reforms
have led to a significant reduction in gender gaps at both the national and regional levels. Latin
America and the Caribbean is a region where, for the past two decades, great positive strides
have been taken to eradicate discrimination against women and girls and gender inequalities,
but the effort is yet not enough. The overcoming of the condition for which women as a category
are subordinated to men in the control over resources, in decision-making within the household,
in civil society and state arenas, still seems too far away from the advancing towards the
guarantee of the full enjoyment of women’s autonomy and human rights (ECLAC,2015).
Women are still concentrated in informal employment, with an estimated 50% of women
working in the informal economy. An estimated 47.7% of women are in precarious employment
and they are strongly concentrated in less remunerated positions and in less productive sectors.
Close to 70% of women work in only two sectors, either public or social services such as education
and health (41%) or in commerce (27.5%). It is also estimated that a large share of female
agricultural labourers are unpaid family workers (ECLAC, 2015). In addition, although the share
of women without personal income has decreased from 47% in 1997 to 32% in 2015, this still
signifies that one in three women lack financial autonomy (UN Women, 2017).
In this research paper, we want to review the particular instance of economic inequality faced by
poor women in Latin America in terms of their limited access to financial services, due to a large
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number of barriers. With this paper, we want to highlight the situation of these women and
hopefully take a step further towards some change. Every step counts!

Methods and structure of the paper
This research paper analyses the differential barriers that women in Latin America face to be
financially included. Based on a conceptual framework, we will try to enlighten ‘how’ differential
barriers to access to financial services could be eliminated for women. Given the nature of the
topic, the research will be mostly conducted using qualitative rather than quantitative methods.
To this end, the collection of information will be complemented by several in-depth interviews
with experts in the field and microfinance practitioners. To conclude, a critical review and some
recommendations will be highlighted about how the barriers that women face to access financial
services and, therefore, be more financially included can be eliminated.
The structure is the following; Chapter one will focus on the impact that gender inequality has
on universal financial access by elaborating the importance of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), especially SDG 5 and the concept of Financial Inclusion. Chapter two will
enumerate the differential barriers that women are facing to access financial services. Thanks to
the several interviews that we realized, chapter three will enumerate the findings and the
possible recommendations before ending this research paper with a conclusion.

CHAPTER 1: IMPACT OF GENDER INEQUALITY ON
FINANCIAL ACCESS
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1. « Leaving no one behind », the promise of reaching the 2030 Agenda.
1.1 The 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda
Adopted in 2015, the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda highlights the importance of
preserving our planet, promoting peace, and ensuring that prosperity is shared by all. The scale
and ambition of this universal Agenda is demonstrated by its follow-up: the announcement of
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), namely the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and the corresponding 169 targets (Figure 1). These 17 SDGs are organized into five “Ps”:
People (SDGs 1-5), Planet (SDGs 6 and 12--15), Prosperity (SDGs 7-11), Peace (SDG 16), and
Partnership (SDG 17). Furthermore, the goals balance the economic, social and environmental
dimensions of sustainable development, which are seen as « integrated and indivisible, global in
nature and universally applicable ».
Figure 1 - The Sustainable Development Goals

Source: The United Nations

This 2030 Agenda was built by the United Nations along with the public and private sectors and
civil society to tackle the bold, common and interconnected challenges that developed and
developing countries face in order to leave no one behind by 2030 (OECD, 2017). Leaving no one
behind means « eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions, including extreme poverty
by 2030 ». Further, it means guaranteeing the protection of the human rights of all, the
achievement of gender equality, and the empowerment of all women and girls (United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs , 2015).
Each goal is divided into a number of targets that are defined as « aspirational and global, with
each Government setting its own national targets guided by the global level of ambition but
taking into account national circumstances ». Each country will decide how to implement the
targets of the 17 SDGs into their own national planning processes, policies and strategies (OECD,
2017).
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1.2 SDG 5 “Gender Equality”
1.2.1 Targets and Indicators
To attain the overarching goal of development, which is eradicating poverty by 2030, will only be
possible by ending the gender-based discrimination that traps women into poverty. As a standalone gender goal, SDG 5 is dedicated to achieve these ends along with the 16 other SDGs that
recognized women’s equality and empowerment both as an objective and as a solution. Under
this goal, several targets and indicators are enumerated in Table 1 (The Global Goals for
Sustainable Development , 2015).
Table 1 - SDG 5 'Gender Equality’

Targets

Indicators
End all forms of
5.1.1 Whether or not legal frameworks are in
discrimination against all
place to promote, enforce and monitor equality
women and girls everywhere. and non-discrimination on the basis of sex.

.
Eliminate all forms of
violence against all women
and girls in the public and
private spheres, including
trafficking and sexual and
other types of exploitation.

Eliminate all harmful
practices, such as child, early
and forced marriage and
female genital mutilation.

Recognize and value unpaid
care and domestic work
through the provision of
public services,
infrastructure and social
protection policies and the
promotion of shared
responsibility within the
household and the family as
nationally appropriate.

5.2.1 Proportion of ever-partnered women and
girls aged 15 years and older subjected to
physical, sexual or psychological violence by a
current or former intimate partner in the
previous 12 months, by form of violence and by
age.
5.2.2 Proportion of women and girls aged 15
years and older subjected to sexual violence by
persons other than an intimate partner in the
previous 12 months, by age and place of
occurrence.
5.3.1 Proportion of women aged 20-24 years
who were married or in a union before age 15
and before age 18.
5.3.2 Proportion of girls and women aged 15-49
years who have undergone female genital
mutilation/cutting, by age.
5.4.1 Percentage of time spent on unpaid
domestic and care work, by sex, age and
location.
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Ensure women’s full and
effective participation and
equal opportunities for
leadership at all levels of
decision-making in political,
economic and public life.
Ensure universal access to
sexual and reproductive
health and reproductive
rights as agreed in
accordance with the
Programme of Action of the
International Conference on
Population and Development
and the Beijing Platform for
Action and the outcome
documents of their review
conferences.
Undertake reforms to give
women equal rights to
economic resources, as well
as access to ownership and
control over land and other
forms of property, financial
services, inheritance and
natural resources, in
accordance with national
laws.
Enhance the use of enabling
technology, in particular
information and
communications technology,
to promote the
empowerment of women.

5.5.1 Proportion of seats held by women in
national parliaments and local governments.

Adopt and strengthen sound
policies and enforceable
legislation for the promotion
of gender equality and the
empowerment of all women
and girls at all levels.

5.c.1 Proportion of countries with systems to
track and make public allocations for gender
equality and women’s empowerment.

5.6.1 Proportion of women aged 15-49 years
who make their own informed decisions
regarding sexual relations, contraceptive use
and reproductive health care.
5.6.2 Number of countries with laws and
regulations that guarantee women aged 15-49
access to sexual and reproductive health care,
information and education.

5.a.1 (a) Proportion of total agricultural
population with ownership or secure rights over
agricultural land, by sex; and (b) share of
women among owners or rights- bearers of
agricultural land, type of tenure.
5.a.2 Proportion of countries where the legal
framework (including customary law)
guarantees women’s equal rights to land
ownership and/or control.
5.b.1 Proportion of individuals who own a
mobile telephone, by sex.

Source: UN Women.
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1.2.2 Consequences of Gender Inequality
This global issue of ‘gender inequality’ does not only have ramifications for the lives and
livelihoods of girls and women worldwide but also for human development, labour markets,
productivity, GDP growth and inequality (McKinsey & Company , 2015 ). To achieve SDG 5 by
2030 some serious social, economic and political challenges need to be addressed. Here are a
few facts assembled by UN Women that are integrated into the 16 other SDGs (UN Women,
2015).
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

SDG1 ‘End poverty’: More women than men live on less than $1.90 a day. The proportion
is 122 women (25-34 years) compared to every 100 men of the same ages who are in
poverty.
SDG2 ‘Zero hunger’: In nearly two-thirds of the countries, women are more likely than
men to face food insecurity.
SDG3 ‘Good health and well-being’: Around the world, 830 women die daily from
avoidable causes related to pregnancy and childbirth.
SDG4 ‘Quality education’: About 15 million of primary-school age girls compared to 10
million of primary-school age boys are not attending school worldwide.
SDG6 ‘Clean water and sanitation’: In 80% of water-deprived households, women and
girls carry the burden of water collection.
SDG7 ‘Affordable and clean energy’: Over four million people, counting 60% of them as
women and girls, died prematurely from indoor air pollution caused by cooking with solid
fuels in 2012.
SDG8 ‘Decent work and economic growth’: Compared to 94% of men, ages 25-34, only
63% of women of the same ages are in the labour force. If current trends continue, the
gender pay gap (23%) will only close in 2086.
SDG9 ‘Infrastructure, industries and innovation’: Worldwide, only 30% of professionals
in the sciences are women.
SDG10 ‘Reduce Inequalities’: Divorced women have more than 50% chance to are more
than twice as likely to be poor as divorced men.
SDG11 ‘Sustainable cities and communities’: More than 50% of urban women and girls
in developing countries live without at least one of the following: access to clean water,
durable housing, improved sanitation facilities, and sufficient living area.
SDG12 ‘Responsible consumption and production’: Investing in public transportation
benefits women, who rely on public transport more than men do.
SDG13 ‘Climate action’: Women and children are 14 times as likely as men to die during
a disaster.
SDG14 ‘Life below water’: The contamination of the world’s oceans affects women’s
health and livelihoods as well as their children’s health.
SDG15 ‘Life on land’: Around the world, about 3.3 million hectares of forest areas were
lost between 2010 and 2015. Rural women are particularly affected by this reduction of
biodiversity.
SDG16 ‘Peace, justice and strong institutions’: Women are more vulnerable to domestic
violence: in 2012, one in every two female homicide victims died at the hands of a partner
or family member.
SDG17 ‘Partnership for the goals’: Just around a third of countries have an office for
gender statistics (UN Women , 2015).
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These alarming facts show how women are generally discriminated in a number of fields. These
differences must disappear and women should be guaranteed equal rights, ranging from the
access to the protection of social safety nets to the use of technology and having a bank account,
among many other differences. Realizing these rights to the fullest will be the key to success in
achieving the SDGs. To better tackle gender inequality, the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) has
created a gender equality framework, described next (Table 2).
1.2.3 Framework of 15 outcome-based indicators assessing global gender equality
Table 2 - Gender Equality Indicators

Gender Equality Indicators
Gender
equality in
work

Gender equality in work: Women
and men are equal players in the
labour markets

Labour-force
participation rate

Female-to-male ratio of labour force
participation rate

Professional and
technical jobs

Female-to-male ratio of
representation in professional and
technical jobs
Female-to-male ratio of wages for
similar work

Perceived wage
gap for similar
work
Leadership
positions
Unpaid care work
Gender
equality in
society

Essential services and enablers of
economic opportunity: Women and
men have equal opportunity to build
human capital and progress

Unmet need for
family

Maternal
mortality
Education level

Financial inclusion

Digital inclusion

Legal protection and political voice:
Women and men have equal right to
self-determination

Legal protection

Political
representation
Sex ratio at birth

Female-to-male ratio of
representation in leadership
positions
Male-to-female ratio of time spent
on unpaid care work
Percent of married or in-union
women ages 15–49 who want to
stop or delay childbearing but are
not using contraception
Maternal deaths per 100,000 live
births
Female-to-male composite ratio of
adult literacy rate, secondary
education enrolment rate, and
tertiary education enrolment rate
Female-to-male composite ratio of
the rate of account holders at a
financial institution, rate of
borrowing, and mobile banking
rates
Female-to-male composite ratio of
the rate of Internet and mobile
users
Composite index of the extent of
protection to women by different
legal provisions (e.g., right to
inherit, access to jobs)
Female-to-male composite ratio of
representation in parliamentary and
ministerial positions
Male-to-female ratio of births
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Physical security and autonomy:
Women have a right to be safe from
bodily harm

Child marriage
Violence
women

against

Percent of girls and young women
aged 15–19 who are married
Percent of women who have
experienced physical and/or sexual
violence from an intimate partner at
some time in their lives

Source: McKinsey Global Institute analysis.

Among the several, available and comprehensive mappings of gender issues (including the OECD
Social Institutions and Gender Index, the World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Index and
the European Union Gender Equality Index), the MGI framework is the only one that includes
dimensions such as violence against women or legal, financial, and digital enablers of economic
opportunity for a broad range of countries. Among the 15 indicators, analysed in 95 countries
worldwide, more than half of them point to extremely high or high levels of inequality. Ranked
from extremely high to a low level of gender inequality, women face the highest inequality in
areas such as all aspects of work, legal protection, political voice, maternal mortality and
violence. In the interest of the development of this research paper, we will particularly focus on
the indicator « financial inclusion » which is closely related with ‘digital inclusion’ and ‘legal
protection’ (McKinsey & Company, 2015).

2. Financial Inclusion
2.1 The Financially Excluded
In 2017, 31% of the population, namely 1.7 billion adults, remained financially excluded
worldwide. This means that 300 million adults less were excluded than in 2014. The world is
making progress, but it is still not enough. Being ‘financially excluded’ means not having access
to an account at a financial institution or through a mobile money provider. Seven countries
(China, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria, Mexico and Bangladesh) are home to nearly half of
the world’s financially excluded population. Gender differences emerge here as well. Out of the
1.7 billion excluded adults, 980 million women do not have access to an account; they represent
56% of the excluded adults globally. In most economies, women are over-represented among
those excluded. For instance, in Colombia they account for 56% of the excluded population.
Furthermore, women are less likely than men to participate in the labour force. There is a flipped
phenomenon happening, since 68% of the financially excluded men are employed or seeking a
job, while this is the case for only 41% of women. In contrast, in general 59% of women are out
of the labour force compared to 32% of men. To help shed light on these alarming facts, the
Global Findex 2017 implemented a survey among the financially excluded people to know the
reasons why they do not have an account at a financial institution. The most commonly cited
barriers are: not having enough money, not needing an account, accounts are too expensive, a
family member already has an account, financial institutions are too far away, lack of necessary
documentation, lack of trust, and for some religious reasons (Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer,
Ansar, & Hess, 2018). These differential barriers that financially excluded people face will be
further examined, especially for poor women in the Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) region
in Chapter 2.
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2.2 Definition
The concept of financial inclusion has been evolving over time and it can be defined in a large
number of ways, since no regional or universal definition can be encountered. Here are a few
definitions that were selected among others (Afi, 2018).
According to the World Bank, financial inclusion “means that individuals and businesses have
access to useful and affordable financial products and services that meet their needs –
transactions, payments, savings, credit and insurance – delivered in a responsible and
sustainable way” (World Bank, 2018).
The Centre for Financial Inclusion (ACCION International) defines full financial inclusion as “a
state in which all the people who may use quality financial services have access to them, at
affordable prices, and supplied in a suitable manner with dignity to their customers. Financial
services are provided by a wide range of suppliers, the majority of these private and able and
willing to reach all those who could use them, including people with disabilities, low-income
people, people who live in rural areas and other people who are in a situation of social and
economic exclusion” (ACCION, 2018).
The goal of the United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) is to make public and private
finance work for the poor in the world’s 47 least developed countries (LDCs). By using financial
inclusion as a channel they want “all individuals, households and small businesses to participate
in the local economy meaning that they have access, at a reasonable cost, to a full range of
products such as savings, credit, leasing, factoring, mortgages, insurance, pensions, payments,
local currency and international remittance transfers, among others” (UNCDF, 2018).
The Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) indicated that “financial inclusion efforts seek
to ensure that all households and businesses, regardless of income level, have access to and can
effectively use the appropriate financial services they need to improve their lives” (CGAP, 2018).
Next to the international development agencies, some LAC countries also strictly define what
‘financial inclusion’ means to them.
The Mexican National Banking and Securities Commission (CNBV) is an independent agency of
the Secretariat of Finance and Public Credit (SHCP), with total autonomy and executive powers
over the Mexican Financial System. Its main role is to supervise and regulate banks and all other
financial institutions, in order to preserve and promote the healthy, balanced development of
the financial system and protect the interests of the public (BFA, 2018). They defined financial
inclusion as “the access and use of a portfolio of financial products and services that reach most
of the adult population with clear and concise information to satisfy a rising demand, under a
proper regulatory framework” (Afi, 2018).
In 2015, the Peruvian government designed a national strategy for financial inclusion, in which
they claimed that financial inclusion has to "promote the access and responsible use of integral
financial services, based on seven pillars (Payments, Savings, Financing, Insurance, Consumer
Protection, Financial Education and Vulnerable Groups), which are reliable, qualitative, efficient,
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innovative and adequate to the needs of the diverse segments of the population" (Comisión
Multisectorial de Inclusión Financiera Peruana, 2016).
From these definitions, we can formulate our own and conclude that four dimensions are always
associated with inclusion, which are access, use, quality and wellness/welfare (Afi, 2018).
We define financial inclusion as “the capability of procuring access without any entry barriers
(physical access, affordability and minimum requirements) and using regularly, frequently and
sustainably financial products and services that are adapted and take into account the clients’
needs, which at the end will improve the clients’ wellbeing in terms of consumption,
productivity, financial capability and understanding, autonomy and other effects”.

2.3 Gender-based barriers to Financial Inclusion
According to the United Nations (UN) (2015) women in developing countries have in general
more limited opportunities for education attainment, employment outside of the household,
asset and land ownership, the inheritance of assets, and control over their financial expenses.
More specifically, one out of ten women are not consulted about how their earnings are spent
and about one in three married women have absolutely no control over major purchases of the
household spending. Increased women’s financial inclusion and their know-how about which
financial services and products are at their disposal and appropriate for their economic
empowerment would greatly improve their wellbeing and that of their families. This is even more
important for specific vulnerable groups, namely young women, widows, the less-educated and
low-income women, who disproportionately experience poverty, jointly with an unequal division
of labour and a lack of control over their economic resources (Holloway, Niazi, & Rouse, 2017).
To be able to manage their personal and household finances as well as see their entrepreneurial
activities flourish, women need the skills and the financial literacy required to handle the greater
financial risks that they face, since women live longer than men, have shorter working lives in
paid employment and enjoy lower average incomes from which to save for their old-age (Scott,
2014).
However, to achieve a more gender-inclusive financial system, supported by an inclusive
regulatory environment, that tackles the specific demand-side and supply-side barriers faced by
women, there remains much to be learned and to do to overcome some of the barriers to
women’s financial inclusion. Table 3 shows the demand side, supply side and legal and regulatory
barriers often faced by women in developing countries.
Table 3 - Barriers faced by women to Financial Inclusion

Demand side barriers
Lack of bargaining power
within the household

Supply side barriers
Inappropriate
product offerings

Concentration in lowerpaying segments of the
economy

Lack of gender-specific
policies and practices for
product design and
marketing

Legal & Regulatory Barriers
Account opening
requirements that
disadvantage women
Barriers to obtaining formal
identification
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Competing demands on
women’s time related to
unpaid domestic work

Inappropriate distribution
channels

Lack of access to assets
accepted as collateral
Lack of formal identification
Reduced mobility due to time
constraints or social norms
Lower rates of cell phone
ownership among women,
needed to access many
digital products.

Legal barriers to owning and
inheriting property and other
assets used a collateral.
Lack of gender-inclusive
credit reporting systems

Source: Financial Inclusion Program (IPA), March 2017.

To overcome these barriers, financial literacy is one of the key ingredients.
Financial literacy is a necessary pre-condition along the road of success of financial inclusion
(Agarwal, 2016). It can be compared to the role of health education in primary and secondary
schools, which helps children to develop a good life-long diary and hygiene habits. In other
words, financial education can provide women with the skills and habits necessary to enable
them to take well-informed decisions for the wellbeing of their household and business
(Johnston, 2005). According to the Russia Financial Literacy and Education Trust Fund (2013),
financial literacy can be defined as a “combination of awareness, knowledge, skill, attitude and
behaviour necessary to make sound financial decisions and ultimately achieve individual
financial wellbeing (Trust Fund , 2013 ).” In other words, to adopt good money-management
practices for earning, spending, saving, borrowing and investing, women need the required
financial knowledge, skills and attitudes.
Being financially literate will empower poor women in a lot of ways such as better understand
the financial options they have, smoothen household income vis-à-vis of expenditure planning,
use financial resources more effectively, build self-esteem and confidence, and shift from
reactive to pro-active decisions. All these positive consequences of being financially literate will
increase women’s economic space and help them to take responsibility for their decisions, which
will at the end reduce the demand-side barriers reported in Table 3 (NA, 2011).

2.4 Different ways to be included
The definition of financial inclusion has made it clear that several financial services can be offered
taking into account the singular needs of the clients. Financial institutions can provide several
categories of products, namely credit, ownership of an account, savings, insurance, payments
and mobile money to help improve the individual and household welfare as well as the business
activity in different ways (Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer, Ansar, & Hess, 2018).
2.4.1 Access to credit
Procuring credit to women would logically lead to greater investments in income generating
activities as well as to increased incomes and welfare improvements for the household.
Unfortunately, according to the latest Global Findex Survey (2017) women still lag behind men in
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terms of use of formal credit products. In the past year, 47% of adults reported having borrowed
money in the past 12 months including through the use of a credit card. In general, in developing
countries, family and friends are the most common source. Nevertheless, in Argentina, Brazil and
Peru formal borrowing was the most common source of credit (Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer,
Ansar, & Hess, 2018).
2.4.2 Having an account at a financial institution
Nowadays 69% of adults own an account at a financial institution or through a mobile money
provider meaning that 515 millions adults gained access to financial tools since the latest Findex
report in 2014. Unfortunately, women are still lagging behind since only 65% hold an account
compared to 72% of men. The majority of them own an account at a bank, a microfinance
institution or in another type of regulated institution (Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer, Ansar, &
Hess, 2018).
2.4.3 Savings
48% of adults worldwide reported having saved or set money aside in 2017. A common
alternative to saving at a formal institution is to save semi-formally through a savings club or a
person outside the family. People are saving generally for their old days or to start, operate or
expand a business. The gender gap is approximately the same in formal saving as account
ownership in developing countries meaning that men as women are about to use equally their
account for savings (Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer, Ansar, & Hess, 2018).
2.4.4 Insurance
The World Health Organization (WHO) has stated that every year 100 million people fall back into
poverty because of lack of health insurance. Inclusive insurance can be defined as giving the
possibility to every man and women to be able to protect themselves against unforeseen risks,
external shocks, speed health, drought, no rain so that they can actually carry on with their lives.
(UN Secretary-General's Special Advocate for Inclusive Finance for Development, 2014)
2.4.5 Domestic remittances
In developing countries, 27% of adults are sending money to or receiving it from a friend or
relative living in another area or country in different ways such as by using an account or in cash
only. Domestic remittances are particularly important in some less-developed countries
(Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer, Ansar, & Hess, 2018).
2.4.6 Payments and mobile money
Lastly, payments and mobile money are future oriented and could go a long way down thanks
to the integration of mobile phones and internet into the financial circle which would help to
overcome some of the barriers that financially excluded adults say prevent them from accessing
to financial services. In developing countries, compared to men (43%), 6% less women (37%) have
access to a mobile phone and Internet. Digital financial services could resolve a lot of the barriers
that excluded people are facing such as the distance between financial institutions and its clients
(See Table 3) (Demirgüç-Kunt, Klapper, Singer, Ansar, & Hess, 2018).
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2.5 Microfinance
In recent decades, the microfinance revolution has transformed access to financial services for
the poorest of our society; it has become one of the most talked-about innovations in global
development. The majority of the microfinance’s institutions (MFIs) clients (80%) are women.
Microfinance focuses principally on women in many countries around the world because a large
share of the female population undoubtedly face more restrictions than men to access and use
financial services such as cultural factors and regulation (EY, 2014).
Addressing the gender gap in access to financial services by targeting women is a way to
empower them. Providing women the necessary financial products that are well-marketed and
designed would increase their business opportunities, their ability to cope with shocks, their
bargaining power within the household and their independence in general. Furthermore, gender
inequality tends to decrease as poverty reduces since women are being empowered into
entrepreneurship and self-employment activities through having access to microfinance services
(microcredit, micro savings and micro insurance) (EY, 2014). For instance, to better address
women’s needs collateral requirements can be adjusted and the registration of property in
women’s names encouraged (ILO, 2008).
Next to financial services, MFIs can also offer non-financial services such as carefully designed
adult literacy and business-training programs which would facilitate women’s access to better
jobs and income-generating activities. Marketing campaigns focused on women status and
employment in the community can also be useful to help male community members to accept
economic opportunities for women, to build women’s self-confidence and to facilitate the
community’s approval of women’s projects. Lastly, women’s groups are useful to encourage
linkages between women and other community associations as well as the larger civil society
network as a whole (ILO, 2008).
To conclude this first chapter, we can say that gender inequality has a serious impact on the
manner how women are having access to financial services. Chapter 2 will illustrate the
differential barriers that poor women across the world are facing to be financially included.

CHAPTER 2: BARRIERS TO FINANCIAL INCLUSION
Differential Barriers
1. Culture
“Culture is the whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features
that characterize a society or a social group. It includes not only arts and letters, but also modes
of life, the fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions and beliefs” (World
Conference on Cultural Policies, Mexico, 1982).
19

Expectations about attributes and behaviours appropriate to women or men and about the
relations between women and men are shaped by culture. Gender identities and relations are
critical aspects of culture because they shape the way daily life is lived in the family, but also in
the wider community. We can say that the way we act, we relate to others and, more in depth,
the way we perceive ourselves, is a cultural way. Culture is embedded in ourselves. It is a
technique that, our mind as much as our body, learns within the community in which we are
born and in which we form ourselves. It is a technique that allows to interpret the world around
us and to communicate with others. Culture forms what we are and how we act in a profound
way. For this reason it is often confused as nature, and it is precisely because of this perception
that women often face different barriers (Abrahams, 1996). Feminine nature is often called into
question to interpret or, more dangerously, to justify the different values that are attributed to
women. As if they were born with some characteristics that make them weaker than men, loving,
maternal, dependent. The belief that there is a feminine nature that characterizes women is what
makes it possible to justify gender-based inequality. Instead, it is important to consider these
values as symbols conveyed historically by politics, by religion and incorporated by women.
Gender identities and gender relations are critical aspects of culture because they shape daily
life. But they are not static. They are living entities that are continually being renewed and
reshaped. As with culture, gender definitions change over time. Change is shaped by many
factors, like globalization, new technologies, conflicts, political and economic development and
public opinion. These changes are often highly contested, in part because they have immediate
implications in gender relations. This immediacy also means that gender roles can be potent
symbols of cultural change or cultural continuity.
In this quest to understand femininity, much attention has to be paid to the representation of
women’s bodies conveyed by religion. The symbolization of gender and the link of gender to
specific transcendent values are determined by a specific religious system. First of all, it is
important to emphasize that; female experience in Colonial Latin America is influenced by the
existence of a historical religious pluralism, which does not allow us to refer to a homogeneous
context, immune to the influence of other cultural and social factors. Despite the state support
of the single, unified Catholic Church, numerous other religious faiths have been added to the
mixture, creating a regional context of pluralisation that persists even today. African slaves,
imported to Brazil and the Caribbean, carried with them their own religious traditions. German
economic migrants, along with smaller numbers of Scandinavian and Scottish immigrants, set up
Protestant Churches in Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Guatemala; the recent re-emergence of
indigenous religious and cultures throughout the continent, and the fact that, even among the
Hispanic and Creole populations, Catholic doctrine and practice was often reinterpreted to fit
local circumstances. The coexistence and, in some cases, the mixture of these cultural heritages
makes it difficult and delicate to assign a specific role to religion in representing a gender barrier.
Moreover, it is necessary to highlight that, in any culture, religion can be understood on the one
hand as the institutional power and, on the other, as a set of beliefs and rituals reinterpreted and
shaped by the daily experience of people. Depending on the social structure to which it refers,
the role played by religious beliefs and traditions has a different weight and effect, especially on
women.
Given these premises, the role of religion remains central to the definition of gender identity.
Women's autonomy, agency and self-esteem are elements that religion helps to build and
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determine in a profound way. The conversation with Professor Rogelio Garcia Contreras allowed
us to reflect on the role that religion has in the persistence of violence against women.
Commenting on his experience in the field, he told us how the acceptance of violence by women
it is, perhaps, the real root problem. Violence represents one of the greatest obstacles to the
realization of the full autonomy and physical integrity of women. But according to his
professional long experience in the field, one of the greatest and persistent obstacles that is at
stake is the women's acceptance of this violence. It is a silent acceptance, culturally rooted in the
way of perceiving themselves that leads women to experience a deep sense of guilt and
responsibility in the face of an act of domestic or social violence. Whether it was the Western
colonialism to import these typical Christian-Catholic values of guilt in Latin American or not,
today they are rooted in the common feminine feeling and it explain the power that religious and
cultural values have in determining social and family roles.

2. Education
As in the rest of the world, girls and women are frequently victimized simply because they are
female. This also happens in the case of education, another persistent gender barrier. There are
circumstances where girls are being denied their right to an education, particularly within
indigenous populations and in rural areas. Educating a woman has a significant impact on her
opportunities and on her community as a whole. Despite the many positive effects of educating
girls, girls attend school at a lower rate than boys, creating a gender gap in education.
There may be several factors that hinder women's access to education. The family influence, for
example. A girl's education can be hindered by a variety of familial factors, including: low socioeconomic status, birth order, familial allocation of resources, the number of children in the
family, and low education level of the mother. A second differential barrier could be represented
by the set of patriarchal ideals, religion, and traditional family values, which all discourage
families from valuing a daughter's education. In addition, the structural factors of fear of ethnic
and gender violence keep girls from attending school. Indigenous women are particularly
vulnerable to this type of violence, which further limits their ability to attend school. Third are
additional structural factors, such as division of labour and lack of schools, which also have a
profound influence on girl's education. Finally, tied to the idea of the lack of schools is the low
governmental financial investment that is considered as a hindrance to girl's education.
At the regional level, there are more girls than boys attending primary school and, in many
countries; dropout and repetition are higher among boys than among girls (OECD, 2017).
However, it appears that gender stereotypes, discrimination based on gender and gender bias
are still evident, especially in rural and remote areas. Boys and girls are expected to play certain
roles in accordance with the traditional, conventional norms and views, which are instilled in the
minds of boys and girls through socialization both in the home and in the society, including the
school and the surrounding environment. Therefore, it can be noted that in many cases the
problem is not a lack of feminine education, but a vehicular and stereotyped education that is
addressed to women, who are precluded school choices and, therefore, professional
opportunities, because associated with purely male values and characteristics. It is a cultural
influence that makes women be led to undertake studies that reflect in the collective imagination
the virtues and weaknesses of a woman: mostly humanistic studies, leaving engineering,
economic and mathematical subjects to their male counterparts.
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Consequently, the status of women and their expected roles in family and society remain largely
the same, and discrimination based on gender has not vanished from the society, despite the
success achieved by girls at school.

3. Health
Another barrier to the full expression of the women’s voice and agency is found in the field of
physical autonomy, related to women's health and well-being.
Women’s health and well-being remain at the crossroads of policy agendas: limited access to
comprehensive sexual and reproductive health services represents an important challenge for
women’s rights. Fertility rates have decreased by 28% from 2.9 children in 1994 to 2.1 children
per mother in 2014 (OECD, 2017), which is one underlying factor for women’s increased labour
force participation rates. Maternal mortality rates have decreased by 48% from 117 deaths per
100.000 live births in 1995 to 67 in 2015, although with significant diversity across and within
countries (ECLAC, 2015). However, other areas of women’s health and well-being have seen less
progress.
Women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights continue to attract policy attention and
polemic. Advocacy from women’s civil society organizations has put the spotlight on the serious
risks for women’s health of highly restrictive abortion laws and poor access to contraception and
reproductive health services and information. It has recently been estimated that 10% of
maternal mortality incidents every year are due to unsafe abortion. Adolescent pregnancy and
early marriage prevalence rates show little if any sign of decline, with certain countries
(Argentina, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico), showing increases in adolescent
maternity over the past 15 years (ECLAC, 2015). Adolescents with low levels of schooling are at
least five times more likely to be mothers than those with more formal education (OECD, 2017).
The region’s adolescent fertility rates are among the highest in the world and show no sign of
falling, despite a steady decline in overall fertility.

4. Division of Labour
There is much to cheer about in Latin America and the Caribbean. Between 2000 and 2015,
women in this region increased their participation in the labour market and improve their access
to income (OECD, 2017). Female participation in the labour force increased from 44.5% in 1995
to 52.6% in 2015. Today 56% of the region’s women participate in the labour market, compared
with 85% of men. This success was the result of a combination of elements. Among the
determinants of higher female participation in the labour market, improved education and health
factors – including decreasing fertility – are likely to have played a major role. Moreover, there
have been significant increases in the provision of subsidized childcare, which may also explain
the increase in female labour force participation (OECD, 2017).
Even so, the region continues to lag behind in terms of gender equality. In LAC, the labour force
participation rate of women is 26 percentage points less than that of men, while female
unemployment is 50% higher than male unemployment. Moreover, the inequality of girls and
women cannot be downplayed, because it turns out that equal work does not correspond to
equal pay. The income gap between women and men, while narrowing in recent years, remains
wide. Furthermore, the proportion of women without an income of their own is twice than that
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of men. All these gaps are significant especially in the context of the economic downturn
currently affecting the region, since women’s labour force participation is more sensitive to the
vagaries of the growth cycle than men (OECD, 2017).

5. Violence against women
The area of physical autonomy includes not only health, reproductive and sexual health, but also
violence against women, one of the most serious problems in the region and a flagrant violation
of human rights.
Countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have taken different trajectories to address
violence against women. Whereas States have enacted laws to protect women’s rights in the
realm of domestic violence, very few to date have legislated on the multiple manifestations of
violence against women perpetrated in the public domain. More than half of the countries in the
region have defined feminicide as a crime: fourteen countries in the region have passed laws or
amendments to the penal code (Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Costa Rica, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama and Dominican Republic) and two,
Argentina and Venezuela, have legally classified aggravated feminicide for gender reasons
(ECLAC, 2015).
It is true that the vast majority of countries in the region have developed policies and national
plans to regulate laws and implement them, but there are still important, daunting challenges in
the regions to achieve a comprehensive, coordinated and sustainable state approach to this
problem. Domestic violence from current or former intimate partner affects close to one in three
women aged 15-49 across the region, higher in selected countries (53%in Bolivia, 40% in
Colombia and Peru). The region also has the highest rates of feminicide in the world (OECD,
2017).
Moreover, progress is needed on labour legislation to tackle different forms of violence suffered
by women, such as bullying and sexual harassment at work and in the political arena, which are
serious obstacles to women’s autonomy.
Out of these differential barriers that were enumerated here above in Chapter 2, we can
conclude that a long journey is needed to break down these barriers in Latin America to include
women in the access to financial services at the same level as men are today.

CHAPTER 3: FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS
As we observed in the second chapter of our research, there are numerous cultural and social
barriers that need to be overcome in order to guarantee access to women for financial services
that allow them to be autonomous. It is a vast landscape composed of several factors, which
contribute to hinder the full autonomy of women both in the private and public sphere. The
cultural heritage that often weighs on them, the violence that women are forced to suffer in
different contexts, the difficulty of being able to enjoy total well-being and to see their health
protected in every aspect: all these elements are both privately and publicly, making the field of
actions complex and caothic.
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But what seems to be evident and that seems to unite, or at least bring together the factors at
stake is the need of education. The need to inform and educate seems to be one of the first steps
to checkmate gender inequality. People need to be educated, today more than yesterday. The
future enriches the means available, often complicating their full and easy understanding. People
need to be informed about how to save money, the importance that insurance has in their lives,
how to invest their money in productive activities. Women first need to cultivate this knowledge.
Women must have the opportunity to develop the skills necessary to access this education and
to be able to be included in a fair way. Even before being informed about which tools they can
use and about what means exist and are available to them at the financial level, those cultural
obstacles that keep women away from the sphere of financial and economic literacy must be
overcome.
The stereotypes that are cultivated in the family sphere and derive from a more general social
conception of women, must be opposed if we want to give them the chance to access this
information (Abrahams, 1996). Therefore it is essential to start from the cultural structure on
which every social system is based. It is necessary to replace the reproductive role attributed to
women in the collective imagination with a productive role, able to represent them and therefore
make them autonomous economic agents of the community to which they belong. By having a
productive role, we mean that women in the context of this research paper need to be integrated
into the financial sphere. This means having access to the needed funds to flourish their possible
business opportunities and improve the wellbeing of their houshold. To this end, microfinance
instutions, which are offering diverse genderised financial (microcredit, microninsurance and
microsavings) and non-financial services (mentoring, marketing campaigns) are a good solution.
Furthermore, to accomplish these goals a dialogue is necessary among the various actors at
stake. Government representatives, leaders in business, academia, civil society and
international organizations must create common lines of action that can generate change.
Budgets and plans to invest in men and women must be equally planned at the national level,
ensuring women access to and ownership of resources. Ensuring high quality health services,
investing in infrastructure for women for their education, combating violence against women by
guaranteeing the unanimous condemnation of gender crimes and giving priority to structured
prevention programs: all these efforts are necessary to break down those barriers that still
prevent women from gaining access to economic and financial resources that can make them
autonomous and independent (UNPD and UN Women, 2017).
To conclude, in the light of what has been analyzed during this research paper, we can say that
there is an urgent commitment needed from all the stakeholders concerned to design solutions
that are equally able to guarantee women's access to financial services must be culturally
oriented, that is based on the cultural context and on the barriers that it generates. Women’s
financial inclusion must proceed from the overcoming of inheritances and stereotypes that
characterize each social context. It is necessary to deconstruct the unequal models which
characterize the cultural and social environment, to replace them with new and fairer values that
encourage and promote the empowerment of women.
This work is waiting to be enriched by some essential interviews with professionals who, in
various ways, contribute with their work and their research to the achievement of gender
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financial inclusion. Timing and commitments have postponed the opportunities to converse with
such specialists of the sector. Therefore this research here presented reserves the right to remain
open to further valuable entries in the future.
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