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Gender and Access to Finance
Sushma Narain1

1.1 What is access to finance?

Access to finance can be broadly defined as access to financial products (e.g. deposits 
and loans) and services (e.g. insurance and equity products) at a reasonable cost. Given 
the widely recognized link between access to finance, growth, income smoothing and 
poverty reduction,2 many countries have adopted the goal of universal financial access. 
The United nations (UN) committee on building inclusive financial sector also recently 
urged central banks and countries to add the goal of universal ‘financial inclusion’ to the 
two traditional goals of prudential regulation i.e. safety of depositors’ funds and the 
stability of the financial system.3 The financial inclusion approach goes beyond the early 
‘micro credit only’ approach to include variety of products and services that poor and low
income people need. Furthermore, it recognizes that these products and services could be 
cost effectively provided by a variety of financial service providers.

1.1.1 Access to what: financial institutions and services? 

             Fig1: Access to What? Financial Institutions and Financial Services

1 I am indebted to Gulnara Febres, Sulekha Patel, Lucia Fort for their guidance and  Anjali Kumar, Zouera Yousouffou 
Elena Bardasi, Mark Blackden, Natalie Africa, Amanda Ellis, Sevi Simavi, Carmen Neithammer, Esther Dassanou, 
Sachiko Gause  and other World Bank  and IFC colleagues for their comments and Caleb Varner for assistance.
2 Claessens and Tzioumis, 2006, Beck et.al. 2007
3 UN, 2006
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Source: Based on Chidzero, Ellis and ,Kumar  (2006)

Sources of finance can be both formal and informal and can range from banks, 
near banks, non banks, community organizations to friends and family (Fig. 1 and 
Fig.1a). This discussion however is about increasing access to formal finance for the 
unbanked and under-banked4.

Fig1a: Access to What? Financial Institutions and Financial Services

Source: Based on Chidzero, Ellis and ,Kumar (2006)

In addition to the classic ‘brick & mortar branches’ that are not only costly to set up  
and hard to manage, this also includes access through branchless banking i.e. banking 
services provided by banking agents and by the use of technology such as mobile phones 
to reach underserved populations in remote areas (Box 1). Wizzit in South Africa, M-
Pesa in Kenya, and G-Cash in Philippines are some successful examples of branchless 
banking that have increased access for the unbaked. Other successful examples include, 
Brazil’s network of 95,000 bank agents that have made it possible for all municipalities 
in Brazil to be covered by formal financial banking system.5 Countries such as India6, 
Nigeria and Ghana have also recently developed regulations and guidelines to encourage 
mobile banking and outreach through banking agents. The new Banking Correspondent 
(BC) and Banking Facilitator (BF) guidelines in India, despite limitations 7  have also 

4 Under-banked households may be defined as those that have a checking or savings account but rely on alternative 
financial services such as pawn shops, pay day loans, non bank money orders, non bank check cashing services etc. 
Unbanked households are defined as households that do not have a savings or checking account (FDIC, 2009). 
5 Kumar et.al., 2006
6 India has currently limited its mobile banking guidelines to bank led models (For more on this see CGAP Technology 
website: http://www.cgap.org/p/site/c/tech/).
7 These results have been achieved despite several limitations in India’s BC/BF guidelines. According to practitioners 
the restrictions such as on distance from branch and restrictions on who could be an  agent has restricted the growth of 
such partnerships. A Working Committee was recently set up by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to review the 
guidelines and address constraints-at the time of writing revised guidelines have not been issued.
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helped create partnerships between financial service providers and technology firms to 
increase access to its over half the adult population in remote and underserved areas. For 
example, A Little World (ALW) and it’s not for profit arm Zero Microfinance and Savings 
Support Foundation (ZMSSF) has reached 3.8 million people in rural India using mobile 
banking through 8,200 micro banks. Incidentally, these micro-banks are run by 24,000 
trained women operators.8

Box 1: Banking Agents

1.1.2 Who has access to finance and who does not?

The difficulties in data collection and measurement as discussed in Section 1.4   
makes it hard to say with any certainty who has access  to finance and who does not. The 
data on access to date remains ‘thin and tentative.’9 Available estimates, however, show 
that a large number of low income people in developing countries are currently 
financially excluded and that there is a significant difference between developing and 
developed countries’ financial access levels (Fig 2).  According to a recent survey 89.6 
percent of the population of 5 European Union (EU) countries, have a bank account (with
country specific proportions ranging from 99.1 percent in Denmark to 70.4 percent in 
Italy). The available estimates for developing countries, on the other hand range from 6 
percent to 47prercent.10

8 Next Billion, 2009
9 WB, 2006
10 UN, 2006
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Box I: Banking Agents

Banking agents are retail, lottery, and postal outlets that work on behalf of a financial 
institution and let clients deposit, withdraw, and transfer funds, pay their bills or an 
insurance plan, inquire about an account balance, or receive government benefits or a 
direct deposit from their employer. The agents process transactions with points-of-
sale (POS) card readers, a mobile phone, barcode scanners, and sometimes personal 
computers that connect with the bank’s server using a dial-up or other data 
connection. The clerk at the retail or postal outlet, not a bank teller, collects and 
disburses cash, and in some cases – depending on local regulation - can open bank 
accounts for new clients and fills in credit applications. The low set-up and 
operational costs of banking agents counterbalance the low transaction values and 
volume in these locations. In addition to reducing delivery costs, increasing client 
convenience, and enlarging market share, banking agents can be an attractive service 
channel because they may not be subject to the same stringent and costly regulations 
that apply to branch operations. Many Latin American regulators have recently 
enabled the use of banking agents to increase financial system coverage and access to
finance in their markets. 
Source: ad verbatim CGAP, 2007



Fig 2: Percentage with Access: Selected Countries I                                               
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1.1.3 Why are so many low income people financially excluded?

There are both demand and supply side reasons for financial exclusion in 
developing countries. 

Supply side issues 

Financial institutions often limit their outreach to individuals and enterprises with 
a high and predictable income even though “there is nothing inherently un-serviceable 
about low income informally employed, rural, or female clients.”11  Following are some 
possible supply side constraints that limit outreach to low income clients: 
 

High transaction costs of serving small borrowers who are often also spatially 
dispersed in locations with poor infrastructure and physical access reduces outreach. The 
number of bank branches and Automated Teller Machines (ATMs) per 100,000 people or
1000 km or physical infrastructure and means of communication are, as recent research 
shows, associated with better access.12 However, these are expensive to open and 
maintain. Banking technologies and agents could help reduce costs and increase access to
financial services in remote areas but such innovations are often constrained by the lack 
of enabling regulations. 

Access is also impacted by lack of competition in concentrated markets, which as 
many studies show, reduces incentive for financial institutions to downscale and to 

11 Bringing Access to Finance Pakistan’s Poor, 2009
12 Beck et.al. 2007b
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explore new market segments. Furthermore, the lack of legal framework to support 
alternative product development such as leasing also impacts product innovation beyond 
loans against traditional collateral. 

Low income people and small firms often lack credit histories or information on 
their financial operations. Asymmetries of information and the risk of moral hazard and 
adverse selection arising from it, reduces incentive to lend to such clients. To secure such
‘risky’ loans, lenders often demand collateral such as land or property that many 
borrowers lack. This makes the lenders reluctant to lend to small borrowers or to charge 
them exorbitantly high interest rates or grant them short term loans that may not meet 
their needs. 

In countries that lack secured creditor’s rights or that have weak enforcement 
mechanisms, financial institutions lack incentive to downscale. This limits outreach to 
low income people lacking traditional collateral and opaque, informal businesses. A 
study on branch managers’ attitude and lending decisions in Madhya Pradesh, India for 
example found that perception of risk reduces their lending to low income clients: “a 
number of managers indicated that their own worries about risk and repayment negatively
impact their lending to the poor”13 

Demand side issues

Demand side issues include lack of information for example about bank products 
and services and the application process, being ‘discouraged’ by the perception that 
financial institutions do not grant loans to low income clients, lack of collateral and lack 
of repayment capacity due to lack of secure income.  Income in fact is a major reason for 
financial exclusion in both developed and developing countries. Income or ‘not having 
enough money to feel they need an account’ is the most common reason why unbanked 
households are not participating in the mainstream financial system.14A recent Federal 
Deposit and Insurance Corporation (FDIC) survey found that nearly 20 percent of lower 
income United States (US) households—almost 7 million households earning below 
$30,000 per year—do not currently have a bank account (FDIC, 2009).

Barriers to access can thus be both price and non-price barriers.  Price barriers 
include hurdles associated with physical access (services being delivered in fewer and 
less convenient ways) or eligibility (documents and other requirements to process 
services), and affordability (minimum balance requirements and fees).  According to a 
recent survey to open a checking account in a commercial bank in Cameroon, the 
minimum deposit requirement is over 700 dollars, “an amount higher than the average 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita of that country, while no minimum amounts 
are required in South Africa or Swaziland. Annual fees to maintain a checking account 
exceed 25 percent of GDP per capita in Sierra Leone, while there are no such fees in the 
Philippines. In Bangladesh, Pakistan, Philippines, to get a small business loan processed 
requires more than a month, while the wait is only a day in Denmark. The fees for 

13 Jones et. al. 2004  
14 FDIC, 2009
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transferring 250 dollars internationally are 50 dollars in the Dominican Republic, but 
only 30 cents in Belgium. These hurdles are hard to overcome for large parts of the 
population in the developing world.”15

This literature, however, does not discuss gender as a factor though gender has 
long been recognized as a constraint to inclusion, for example, as a reason for 
microfinance programs focus on women (Johnson & Nino-Zarazua, 2009). Based on data
from the FinScope survey in Uganda and Kenya, Johnson and Nino-Zarazua also show 
that variables such as age and gender had strong effects on access. Women for example 
are less likely to be ‘included via banks.’ 16 In addition to ‘high levels of poverty and low 
awareness of available financial services,’ a recent World Bank report on access to 
finance in Pakistan identifies ‘gender bias’ as one of the major constraints’ to financial 
access.17  (Issues in women’s access to finance are explored further in sec 1.1.5)

1.1.4 Voluntary and Involuntary Exclusion: Usage and Access

Not all exclusion is however involuntary. As fig 3 shows there may be some who 
may voluntarily choose to stay away. For example, some well off individuals’ in 
developed countries (particularly older individuals) may not want to borrow even when 
they are otherwise eligible, others may not access credit for religious reasons.18 A review 
of literature on access and usage in the US also shows that while the overwhelming 
majority of higher- income families have one or more bank accounts, low and middle 
income families have none. Thus income, net worth, home ownership, spending all one’s 
income each month, race, ethnicity, age, educational level, and employment status (i.e., 
white collar relative to unemployed) are significantly associated with being unbanked.19 
A recent FDIC survey on financial inclusion in the US found that nearly 25.6 percent of 
households are "unbanked" or "under-banked." Incidentally, the survey data also shows 
that almost 20 percent of unmarried female family households compared to 14.9 percent 
of unmarried male family households are unbanked, compared with about 4 percent of 
married couple family households (FDIC, 2009).     

 

15 Beck et.al, 2006
16 Johnson & Nino-Zarazua, 2009
17 Bringing Finance to Pakistan’s Poor, WB, 2009
18 “Though this may be due to lack of appropriate products’ Finance for all, 2008.
19 Vermilyea, 2002
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Fig 3: “Access” and “Usage”
 

Source: World Bank, 2008

Thus while ‘access’ is supply driven i.e. dependent on the availability of 
appropriate and reasonably priced financial services, ‘usage’ is determined by both 
demand and supply.   “The challenge,” for policy makers is to distinguish between 
voluntary and involuntary exclusion and ‘among those that are excluded involuntarily, 
between those that are rejected due to high risk or poor project quality. And those that are
rejected because of discrimination or high prices which makes services or products 
unaffordable.”20 

However, as Johnson & Nino-Zarazua point out this distinction between usage 
and access may be more relevant for developed countries where the level of access is 
very high. In most developing countries given their low access levels ‘use’ is ‘an 
adequate starting point for analyzing causes for exclusion.’21

1.1.5 Exploring issues in women’s access to finance 

While both men and women face similar barriers evidence from recent studies 22 
suggests that these barriers are higher for women. The reasons for this include culture, 
lack of traditional collateral (such as land or property which is often registered in men’s 
name), women’s lower income levels relative to men, and financial institutions’ inability 
(or lack of appetite) to design appropriate products and outreach strategies to reach 
women. Thus, an Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) study based on an analysis 

20 Finance for All, 2008
21 Johnson & Nino-Zarazua, 2009
22 Gender and finance studies are largely early and exploratory, research other than on gender and microfinance are 
limited and data on financial markets and access are largely gender blind (Van Stavern, 2001). This analysis therefore 
largely draws on available micro studies and secondary data on gender and access to finance.
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of 24 formal and semi-informal institutions—banks, credit unions, and Non Government 
Organizations (NGOs)—in six Latin American countries shows that in addition to 
institutional factors and barriers which both male and female micro-enterprises face, in 
general women face a number of cultural and social factors that may affect their ability to
seek and use financial services (Gloria, 1996). This perception is reinforced by the 
available estimates on women’s access to finance (Fig 4).

Fig 4:  Access to Banks (Percentage of Firms with Bank Finance)

  As evidence from many studies shows, globally women’s access to formal 
finance compared to men is lower. 23 In Kenya women access only 7 percent of formal 
credit.24 In Bangladesh, their access to bank credit is a mere 1.79 percent though women’s
deposits are 26.6 percent of the total aggregate deposits.25 In Africa women access less 
than 10 percent of the credit to small farmers and less than 1percent of the total credit to 
agriculture.26 In Pakistan men have over three and a half times greater access to credit 
compared with women and 91percent of the larger loans go to men.27 In South Asia 
women access less than 10 percent of formal finance28 And in Tajikistan access to formal 
loan for female-headed households is 25 percent lower than male households.29These 
findings resonate with other micro studies. For example, Naidoo et.al., found that women 
entrepreneurs in South Africa face major barriers in accessing formal finance. Thus, after 
two years of operations the Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) equity fund had only 5

23 Bardasi, et al., 2007; Demirguc-Kunt, et al., 2008; Diagne, 2000; Ellis et al., 2007; GEM, IFC, 2005, Faisel, 2004; 
Rose, 1992; ILO/AfDB, 2004; Goheer, 2003; Narain, forthcoming; Richardson, et al., 2004
24 Ellis et. al, 2004
25 SAPRI, 2000
26 WB, 1998
27 Niethammer, 2007
28 UNESCAP, 2007
29 Shariari and Danzer, forthcoming
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percent women clients.30  In Uganda, women access 9 percent of the available credit. This
figure declined to 1 percent in rural areas.31 A recent study on access to finance in 
Pakistan found that there are fewer women with access to banking services (5.5 percent 
vs. 21.1 percent men), money transfers (1.4 percent vs. 3.3 percent men) and insurance 
(0.6 percent vs. 3.3 percent men). The same pattern holds for other financial products  
“generally, women are disadvantaged in access, with the consistent exceptions of 
Pakistan Post and committee services.”32  

Women also face higher constrains in accessing start-up funds both in the 
developed and developing countries. In the US only 4.2 percent of the $19 billion venture
capital went to women-owned businesses in 2003.33In the UK, a recent study shows that 
women enter businesses with about a third of the starting capital used by men.34 Similarly
studies from Lithuania, Ukraine, Nigeria and Pakistan found that access to start up 
finance was a more important barrier to business development for women than for their 
male counterparts.35 

 ‘Doing Business: Women in Africa’ case studies 36also show that discrimination 
against women in credit markets is widespread.  Other World Bank studies also argue 
that women are discriminated in formal and informal credit markets (Morrison et. al. 
2007, World Bank, 2007). A study on access to finance in Kenya and Uganda shows that 
access to formal financial institutions was strongly associated with government 
employment, education and gender.”37 According to a UN report nearly 75 percent of the 
world's women cannot get formal bank loans because they lack permanent employment 
and title deeds to land or housing that they can offer as security, or because the laws of 
their countries classify them as minors i.e. not eligible to make legal transactions38  

Are women discriminated in credit markets?

Women’s lower access to finance has led many researchers to question whether 
women are discriminated in credit markets and whether gender plays a role in financial 
exclusion. Gender differences in access to finance have been studied largely in relation to
the loan rejection rate and the interest charged. The evidence as Box 2 shows is not 
conclusive. 

30 Naidoo et.al., 2006
31 Ellis and Blackden, 2006
32 Bringing Finance to Pakistan’s Poor, WB, 2009
33 Fort Washington: Investment Advisers:, 2008
34 Carter and Shaw, 2006
35 Aidis, et.al. 2003, Bardasi, 2008, Guheer, 2003
36 Doing Busienss: http://www.doingbusiness.org/documents/Women_in_Africa.pdf
37 Johnson and Nino-Zarazua, 2009
38 United Nations Center for Human Settlements (UNCHS), 2009
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Box 2: Are women discriminated in credit markets?

A recent Europe and Central Asia (ECA) region study found that female-managed 
firms are 5.4 percent less likely to get a loan and are charged 0.6 percent higher interest 
rate than men (Muravyev et.al. 2007).  Another ECA study also found that women-owned
firms were 20  percent more likely to be rejected by a bank and were likely to be charged 
at least 0.5 percent higher interest rates (Heidrick and Nicol, 2002). Two thirds of the 
survey respondents in an International Labor Organization (ILO) study from Pakistan said
that being a woman was a major constraint in obtaining formal finance; 90 percent cited 
“procedural snags relating to their sex and strict terms of financing” (Goheer 2003). 

However, other studies, albeit developed country based, do not support gender 
discrimination hypotheses (Fabowale et al., 1995, Coleman, 2000; Coleman, 2002; 
Aguilera-Alfred, et al., 1994; Baydas, et al., 1994; Blanchard et.al. 2005, Carter and 
Shaw, 2006,). A recent study, in fact, finds ‘only a slightly higher denial rate’ and interest 
rates that were 0.34 percentage points lower for women’ (Blanchard et.al. 2005). 

Gender discrimination is also not supported by some available studies from 
developing countries. A Trinidad and Tobago study thus finds that neither application nor 
denial rates differ significantly by gender once factors linked to credit-worthiness such as 
education, prior employment, record keeping, location etc. are taken into account. 
However, the study finds ‘some, but weak, evidence of a reluctance of females to apply 
for loans’ (Storey, 2002). A study on access to a small enterprise development fund in 
Peru found that difference in access was because fewer women applied for a loan and that 
high collateral requirements and complicated application procedures deterred women 
from applying. However, women who did apply received smaller loans than men (Buvinic
and Berger, 1990).  

Other studies also suggest that there are more ‘discouraged’ borrowers among 
women than men.  A recent survey of female and male businesses in Papua New Guinea 
thus found that fewer women apply for loans (23 percent compared to 28) and that more 
women than men (25 percent compared to 17) say that they did not apply because ‘they 
thought they could not obtain a loan.’ This, however, runs counter to the findings of the 
study that show that among the applicants more women applicants (52 percent) obtained 
loans than men (46 percent) (FIAS, 2008). 

A study of business entrepreneurs in Pakistan shows that women are “shy to 
approach banks because of the unavailability of collateral, their inability to develop viable
business plans, and above all social unacceptability of their interaction with the male bank
professionals”(Roomi 2005). Cultural construct of in-appropriate interaction with the 
male loan officers is also cited by other studies (for example, Mayoux, 1995). In the 
equity market too, studies similarly suggest that gender per se is not a major issue in 
determining the supply of business angel finance or venture capital (Harrison and Mason 
2005). Studies cite women’s lack of access to networks that are largely male dominated as
one of the reasons for women’s low access to venture capital funds (Brush et.al, 2004)



Male signature for opening an account and for credit

The issue of discrimination against women in credit markets thus requires further 
exploration. However, a type of discrimination that women face in many credit markets is
the requirement of a male family member’s signature for opening a bank account or for 
getting credit. For example, in South Africa being married in Community of Property 
reduces women to the status of a ‘minor.’ Women are thus required to obtain husband’s 
signature and approval for all banking transactions. 39 

5 respondent banks40 (from Democratic Republic of the Congo, Namibia, 
Rwanda, Swaziland and Uganda) to the World Bank Getting Finance survey mentioned 
that they required signatures of a male family member to open an account for women. 
Three of the respondent banks (in Sudan, Lesotho and Uganda) said that they require 
male family member’s signature for domestic money transfers.41 

This practice is also reported by many MFIs even in countries where it is not a 
legal or customary requirement. For example, MiBospo in Bosnia & Herzegovina (BiH) 
and Kashf in Pakistan that cater exclusively or mainly to women require male family 
member’s signature for loans.  Others such as the MannDeshi Rural Women’s 
Cooperative Bank, a licensed and regulated rural cooperative bank in India, however, 
argue that this is not necessarily a case of discrimination against women. Male family 
member’s signature is obtained by them as “collateral for loan to women” and “so as not 
to burden women alone with repayment pressures.” Similar reasons are also reported by 
Kashf and MiBospo who recognize that loans to women are often passed on to husbands 
(Kashf) or are used in household businesses where women may not have a prominent role
(MiBospo). 

An exception to this practice is reported by First Microfinance Bank Afghanistan 
(FMFBA). FMFBA’s loan rules require spouse (both male and female) signature for 
loans as a risk mitigating measure. While ‘on account of cultural and mobility issues’ the 
bank’s management was not always able to meet this requirement, there were loan 
officers who adopted innovative ways to do so: When I go on a field visit to a male 
client’s home, I take the wife’s thumb impression and her acceptance…if the woman does
‘purdah’ she would stand outside the room and will say “I do” when asked if she accepts
and agrees with the loan.” 42

Mystery Shopping: Methodology to Explore Discrimination

It is thus not easy to establish discrimination in credit markets.  As the Getting 
finance survey that attempted to explore the issue points out: “Banks would not admit 
gender discrimination. To study gender discrimination a different methodology such as 
‘mystery shopping’ is required.” Financial institutions have an incentive to “present a 
39 Naidoo et al, 2006
40 Out of a sample of 54 banks.
41 The study did not ask whether female family members signature is required for  loans to men 
42 Narain 2006: First Microfinance Bank Gender Strategy, Report prepared for GEM, IFC 
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positive image of themselves and hence may claim “services which are not available to 
all and cite lower fees and faster processes than in reality. This possibility would be 
reduced by mystery shopping.”43  ‘Mystery Shopping’ can explore and go beyond the 
positive image that a financial institution may present of itself.  44 Mystery shopping 
methodology would help “to explore whether distribution of loans decisions are 
influenced by factors not relevant to the transactions and that gender influences loan 
decisions independently of other risk factors.45 A “mystery shopping” exercise recently 
conducted by Gender Entrepreneurship Markets (GEM) International Finance 
Corporation (IFC) in Malawi to identify and address constraints women face in getting 
credit ‘revealed loan officers’ biases against women clients.’46 GEM, IFC used the study 
findings to design training for loan officers of its partner bank in Malawi.

1.1.7 Alternative explanations for women’s low access to finance

The review of literature points to a number of reasons for women’s lower access 
to finance including lack of financial literacy, physical access, lack of clarity of bank 
terms of access, lack of consistent relations with FIs or recognition by FIs ‘despite 
positive track record and relationships going back to 20-30 years.’47 

A study of over 4,000 U.S. small firms, thus, finds that women’s access to finance
is limited by their lesser education, business experience, inability to provide collateral or 
personal guarantees and their smaller firm size and not due to gender discrimination by 
the lender”48 

Coleman, 2000 and Haynes and Haynes, 1999 argue that fewer women 
entrepreneurs get loans because women’s businesses have a lower demand for credit. 
Furthermore, many women borrowers are charged relatively higher interest rates because 
of their relatively smaller loan size. Other studies, however, argue that women get smaller
loans than men because they do not satisfy loan eligibility criteria such as physical 
collateral or salaried guarantor. 

As small business size is often cited as the reason for fewer loans to women 
studies have also examined the reasons for women’s low business growth and found that 
to be linked to the lack of start- up funds.  Verhuel and Thurik for example found that 
women’s businesses remain small because women start small i.e. with smaller start-up 
capital.49Women have lower access to equity or start up finance.50 In developing 
countries, research conducted by IFC in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region find that women are particularly constrained in access to start-up and growth funds

43 ibid
44 Banking the Poor, 2008
45 Safavian , 2006  
46Internal IFC GEM report 2008, details on methodology etc. are not available.
47 Naidoo et. al. 2006
48 Coleman, 2002
49 Verheul and Thurik 2000
50 Niethammer, 2007
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and that more women in micro and Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) than men 
fund their start-up from personal savings.51

Other studies argue that women’s concentration in the service and retail sectors 
that do not attract venture capital funds is the reason for women’s lower access to start-up
finance.52  Lack of access to networks which are largely male dominated is also cited as a 
reason for women’s lower access to venture and angel finance. The venture capital 
industry in the US, for example, is overwhelmingly male with women constituting a mere
8.6 percent of venture capital decision makers: “being out of the network means that 
women entrepreneurs have to work harder to gain access to appropriate funding 
sources”53 

Supply-side issues

Supervisory requirements may also constrain FIs. For example there may be 
restrictions on the type of collaterals that they may accept or on percentage of unsecured 
loans that they may grant.54FIs may also lack technical know- how  (or they may lack an 
appetite to serve a market that they perceive as risky and costly to serve) to design 
products that suit the needs of women clients who may lack traditional collateral or to 
appraise clients in informal, home based businesses lacking documented, audited 
financial information.55  

Barriers in the investment climate

An emerging body of literature documents investment climate related constraints 
in access to finance. However many of these studies, with the exception of two recent 
Investment Climate Assessments (ICA) in Bangladesh and Pakistan, do not capture sex 
disaggregated issues.  A small number of Gender Growth Assessments (GGA) by GEM 
IFC have also analyzed gender differentiated impact of the largely gender-neutral policies
in Africa. These show that the barriers are higher for women as they are often 
circumscribed by religious, cultural and social norms that women face.56 

Access to collateral

For example, secured property rights to assets that borrowers can pledge as collateral are
said to increase access to capital.57 A study of 37 countries, thus, finds that countries in
the 25th percentile for property rights protection had loan spreads 87 basis points lower
than those  in  the  75th percentile  (World  Bank,  2004).   Women in  many developing

51 Neithammer, 2007
52 Verheul and Thurik 2001, Greene et al., 2001
53 Brush et.al.2004
54 Narain, 2008
55 Ellis et. al, 2007, Niethammer, 2007
56 Doing Business, Women in Africa, 2008, Ellis et. al. 2006, 2007, Bardasi et.al. 2007, Nenova et. al 2009
57 Famed Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto has argued forcefully for the protection of property rights as a key 
ingredient in economic development. His book The Mystery of Capital argues that the poor had plenty of capital but 
that the lack of property rights meant that it was unusable for access to finance .
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countries  lack  de  jure  or  de  facto  property  rights.58 In  Tajikistan,  for  example,  land
privatization  excluded  women  even  though  a  large  number  of  men  had  left  the
countryside to find work elsewhere or were killed during the civil  war. Women were
similarly  excluded from titles  to  land in  Armenia.  Without  land to  use  as  collateral,
women had trouble obtaining credit to start up income-generating activities even though
they needed to start  businesses to have any income at all.59For long term loans  thus
women in Tajiikstan pay a far higher interest  rate (16 percent)   comapred to men (4
percent) as they are perceived to be less creditworthy on account of their ssignificantly
lower ownership of land, assets and livestock in addition to  lower employment ratios and
wages’ (Shariari and Danzer forthcoming). 

Even where women have the right to property title other issues such as the high 
cost of property registration may result in fewer women transferring property in their 
names. In Jordan, a Women’s World Banking (WWB) market research found that due to 
the high cost of registration “title’ almost always remained in the name of the husband (or
the father- in- law) years after the male relative was deceased!

Furthermore, recent research also shows that though an important goal in itself 
property ownership may not be a sufficient condition for obtaining a loan. Findings of 
two recent natural experiments in Argentina and Peru show that land titling did not 
automatically aid in access to credit: “in order to sit down with a lender, prospective 
borrowers need formal employment, decent wages and a minimum amount of time in 
their jobs without these and other conditions, titling alone opens few doors in the world 
of credit” (Schargrodsky, 2006, Field and Toreo, 2006).  For many time constrained 
women in informal businesses and employment thus titling alone may not increase access
to credit. 

Creditor’s rights and strong court systems 
 

Studies also demonstrate the strong link between legal framework for secured 
transactions and access to finance (World Bank, 2007; Chaves, Fleisig, and de la Peña 
2004; Stoica and Stoica 2002).  Though the available evidence is not sex disaggregated, 
women who are disadvantaged by the lack of immoveable property are expected to 
benefit from laws that support lending against movable property and secure creditors 
rights. The effectiveness of these provisions, however, depends on the enforcement of the
law through well functioning court systems. Studies demonstrate the strong link between 
well functioning court system and access to finance for small firms.60 

58 For example, customary rights and inheritance laws may deprive women of access to property. Legal systems may 
formalize customary practices limiting women's access to property and enforcement mechanisms may not support 
women’s control over property. In many cases, the conventional titling programs do not recognize the right to land 
women have under customary systems, thus decreasing women’s tenure security. Women may also lack control over 
shared/joint assets, impacting their ability to use it as collateral. For a detailed discussion on this see UN World Survey 
on Women’s Role in Development, 2009.
59 Alison Haight, 2004
60 Malhotra et al, 2006, Mehnaz, 2007
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Formalization and access to finance

A potential benefit of formalization is that it may help increase access to 
finance.61 For example, in many countries trade registration is a requirement for bank 
loans.62 Constraints  in business registration as may studies show are, however, higher for
women entrepreneurs63 Women, for example, may be less able than men to afford long 
and expensive registration procedures and may be more disadvantaged in starting-up and 
managing formal enterprises (Bardasi et. al, 2007). 

Women entrepreneurs in Bangladesh, for example, cited issues of corruption, 
delays (as the trade registration process is not computerized), middle men dependency as 
some issues that impact their ability to register - a requirement for access to bank finance 
in Bangladesh.64 Other issues that may discourage formalization are regulatory scrutiny 
and harassment that formalization may result in. A recent World Bank study of 250 
informal firms in Kenya found that on average women perceive tax issues to be greater 
constraints than men.65A survey of women entrepreneurs in Russia found that 90 percent 
of the respondents report that tax policies are a ‘very or extremely important’ business 
issue and 55 per cent are ‘very concerned’ about government corruption. 66

Credit Bureaus and access to finance

Credit bureaus are associated with lower financing constraints and a higher share 
of bank financing.67 Integrated registries that capture data from both MFIs and banks by 
capturing women’s reported excellent repayment histories in microfinance can potentially
help increase women’s access to finance. Currently, however, only 12 percent of the 
MFIs globally have access to credit bureaus.68 

Government and financial sector policies and access to finance

Government policies can also have the unintended effect of restricting women and
low income people’s access to finance. The Know Your Customers (KYC) rules imposed
under the Anti-Money Laundering policies, for example, disproportionately impact low 
income clients who may lack official ID’s or could not provide proper address 
verification (Isern & Porteus, 2005). Large number of women in developing countries 
who may not have their names on property or rental documents or utility bills may be 
particularly constrained.  The World Bank gender norms survey, for example, in 

61 Straub, 2005
62 In Bangladesh, many MFIs also require trade registration for loans
63 UN Survey, 2000, Chen, 2005, Era Dabla-Norris & J. Koeda1, 2008
64 Narain, forthcoming, CIPE, 2008
65 Ellis et. al. 2007
66 NFWBO,1997; Mckenzie and Sakho, 2007 also argue that formality is a choice of firms and that firms may stay 
informal as formalizing also mean more taxes. In a country like Bolivia where formalization is not a requirement for 
bank loans, for example, many firms  may not be inclined to formalize. This is also illustrated by a  recent study that 
shows that after business registration reform in Mexico, most of the new businesses came from new business start-up 
rather than registration of informal businesses (Bruhm, 2009)
67 Love and Mylenko 2003, Jappelli and Pagano, 2001, Barron and Staten, 2001
68 Doing business, Survey 2007, cited in Stein, 2007. 
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Bangladesh finds ‘that less than 10 percent of all women and less than 3 percent of 
younger women have their names on marital property papers (like rental agreement or 
ownership of land or homestead.’69  

1.1.7 Women and Microfinance

Microfinance programs emerged as a response to low income women and poor 
people’s financial exclusion. By innovatively addressing these constraints (for example 
through joint liability or group loans in place of collateral) microfinance increased low 
income women’s access to finance. The number of women reached by microfinance as 
fig 5 shows has grown exponentially from 10.3 million in 1999 to nearly 69 million in 
2005- an increase of 520 percent.

Fig 5: Women and Microfinance

Source: Daley Harris, Sam, 2006

A United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) global survey, 2001 also 
found that women constituted 64 percent of the 1.6 million clients served by the 34 
reporting institutions from 29 countries.70 This exponential growth is largely because 
many microfinance programs globally lend only or primarily to women. Women are 
‘targeted’ by micro-lenders for being better clients i.e. having higher repayment rates and
for being risk averse and more ‘manageable’ and more vulnerable to peer pressure and 
threats of public humiliation. There are of course exceptions such as Pakistan where 
women’s access to microfinance relative to men is much lower than other countries in the
region (Fig.6).

69 WB CGA, 2007
70 UNCDF,  2001

20



Fig 6: Access to Microfinance selected countries

Source: Pakistan A2F study, 2009

However, studies also show that percentage of women served declines as MFIs 
diversify or transform into banks.  Micro Banking Bulletin (MBB) data for 234 
institutions globally, for example, shows that women form 73.3 percent clientele of MFIs 
targeting the low end but only 41.3 percent for MFIs targeting the high end and 33.0 
percent of those targeting small business. 71 A UNCDF survey similarly shows that 
women were less conspicuous in programs with larger loan sizes that could support 
higher levels of business development: “suggesting persistent cultural obstacles that act 
to limit women’s ability to grow their businesses.”72 

A  recent  study  by  WWB  also  shows  that  the  percentage  of  women  borrowers
declined from 88 percent to 60 percent among ‘transformed’ MFIs. An analysis of all FIs
that report to the MIX Market in 2006 confirms this. Women represented a far smaller
percentage of the clients of banks (46 percent) compared to NGOs (79 percent) and a
declining percentage of clients of transformed organizations: from 73 percent in 1999 to
54 percent in 2006.73

Interestingly, the UNCDF survey findings show that there was no correlation with
an institution’s self-sufficiency and its percentage of women clients and that ‘in fact, one 
of the institutions with the highest financial self-sufficiency ratio had a membership made
up exclusively of poor women.’74 

1.1.8 Are women financially constrained?

A recent randomized experiment in Sri Lanka explored one of the main premise 
behind the micro credit movement’s focus on women i.e. that women have lower access 
to finance and are financially constrained. Building on economic theory the study argued 

71 The Micro Banking Bulletin, (MBB) Issue No.11: “The Scope of Funding Microfinance,” Peer Group Benchmarks 
(August, 2005).
72 UNCDF, 2001
73 UN, 2009
74 UNCDF 2001
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that firms that are constrained should at the margin have higher returns to capital. 
However, the ‘returns to capital’ for male firms in the sample on average was 9 percent 
while that of female firms was zero or negative. The authors argue that (at least in their 
data) male-owned firms are on average more constrained. Furthermore, women’s lower 
returns are not due to educational and entrepreneurial ability, risk aversion or reasons for 
going into business.  Part of the effect, however, is due to women working in low return 
and small size businesses (De Mel et.al. 2007). In a follow up article the authors argue 
that finance alone may not be enough for women entrepreneurs. Women will need 
training and information to work in growth oriented industries. Women will also benefit 
from programs/strategies that increase their empowerment as more empowered women in
their sample had higher returns. This as the findings of their randomized experiment 
show may help women to invest their money efficiently i.e. without fear of their income 
or inventory being captured.75

Other studies suggest that a large part of the explanation for women’s lower 
returns lies in the sectors women are concentrated in and that this may be due to a gender 
specific constraint such as in access to credit and start-up capital (Bardasi, 2008). 
Research also shows that compared to men, women re-invest a smaller share of the profit 
and that this impacts the growth of their businesses (WWB, 2003). A study of male and 
female businesses in Morocco thus shows that “generally, the pressure exerted on women
to draw money from their projects and inject it into the family budget is greater than the 
pressure on men” (WWB, 2003). A survey of women entrepreneurs in Vietnam also 
found that only 23 percent of 500 businesses in the sample were able to reinvest business 
earnings to fuel business growth.76 

1.2 Why is access to finance important?

Access to finance is important for households and individuals as well as for firms 
of all types and sizes. As figure 7 shows men and women (poor and affluent) need access 
to finance to achieve a variety of goals.

75In a recent note the authors also report that the difference in rate of returns is partly because women fearing capture 
by male member may invest less in inventories (that can be easily captured) and more in capital assets. Furthermore, 
women in the sample who were more empowered invested the “treatment” more in inventory than in capital (Mckenzie,
2009).
76 GEM &MPSFD Survey, 2006
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Fig7: Household Access to Finance

Source: Raghuram Rajan Committee on Financial Sector Reform, India, 2008

The financial diaries project on financial management of poor households, for example, 
found that on an average poor households use 17 different financial instruments over the 
course of a year.77 Without access to finance poor individuals and small enterprises would
need to rely on their personal wealth or internal resources “to invest in their education, 
become entrepreneurs, or take advantage of promising growth opportunities.”78 Financial 
exclusion is likely to act as a “brake” on development as “it retards economic growth and 
increases poverty and inequality.”79 As is by now well established inclusive financial 
sectors is also essential for growth and poverty reduction and hence for attaining the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG) of halving global poverty by 2015 (Box 3).

77  Financial Diaries present a picture of the financial lives of the poor by interviewing households over the course of a 
year and compiling a record of daily income, expenditure and financial exchanges. These  Diaries establishes a 
comprehensive picture of the financial inflows and outflows of poor households by gathering data on income, 
consumption, savings, lending and investment.  
78 Finance for All, 2008
79  WB, 2006
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Box 3: Finance and link to growth

The importance of broad financial services outreach can be justified in several 
ways. The first argument builds on the theoretical and empirical finance and 
growth literature, as surveyed by Levine (2005) and the importance of a well-
developed financial system for economic development and poverty alleviation 
(Beck, Demirguc-Kunt, and Levine 2004 and Honohan 2004a). Financial market
imperfections such as informational asymmetries, transaction costs and contract 
enforcement costs are particularly binding on poor or small entrepreneurs who 
lack collateral, credit histories, and connections. Without broad access, such 
credit constraints make it difficult for poor households or small entrepreneurs to 
finance high return investment projects, reducing the efficiency of resource 
allocation and having adverse implications for growth and poverty alleviation 
(Galor and Zeira 1993). Second, one of the channels through which financial 
development fosters economic growth is the entry of new firms (Klapper, 
Laeven, and Rajan, 2004) and the Schumpeterian process of “creative 
destruction.” This implies that talented newcomers have access to the necessary 
financial services, including external finance. Access to finance for large parts of
the population is thus seen as important to expand opportunities and assure a 
thriving private sector with efficient distribution of resources (Rajan and 
Zingales 2003).
 

Source: ad verbatim Beck, Demirguc-Kunt, and Peria (2005)  



1.2.1 Why is women’s access to finance important?

Two arguments dominate discussions on why women’s access to finance is 
important. One, that increasing women’s access to finance is important for its intrinsic 
worth i.e. as a valued goal in itself. The rationale for this intrinsic argument is that 
women’s unequal access is a reflection of their inferior status. Women’s access to finance
according to available evidence is lower than men in many countries. This difference as 
some studies point out ‘not only perpetuates poverty but also inequality between men and
women” (Staveren, 2001).  Access to finance, it is argued initiates ‘a virtuous spiral of 
social, economic and political empowerment and well being’ and that the impact of 
increased access to finance is disproportionate for women facing cultural restrictions 
(Cheston and Kuhn 2002). According to this view, increased access to finance contributes
to women’s economic well being as well as to their empowerment.  

Access to finance and empowerment

Pitt et. al. argue that wwomen’s participation in micro-credit programs increases 
decision making within homes and in the community, while the effects of male credit on 
women’s empowerment was ‘at best, neutral, and at worse, decidedly negative’ (Pitt et. 
al. 2003).  Another study using a composite empowerment indicator finds that each year 
of membership increased the likelihood of a female client being empowered by 16 
percent (Hashemi et al, 1996). 

A study using a quasi experimental design to study the impact of Self Help Group
(SHG) programs in India found that on average there is a significant increase in the 
empowerment of the SHG members in India with no such significant change observed for
the members of the control group (Swain and Wallentin, 2007). Another study argues that
while there are no automatic changes in gender relations as a result of participation in 
micro credit programs, newer norms in favor of women ‘as income earners and as owners
of resources’ are constantly created that gradually bring about a change in women’s 
‘status as dependants’ (Kelkar et. al. 2004).

 A 2003 study on Pro Mujer clients found that 44 percent were taking part in 
community organizations compared to 20 percent for the comparison group and that 31 
percent of these were playing leadership roles versus 13 percent for non-clients. 80 Similar
impact has been reported by other practitioners even for programs where clearly evidence
exists to show that women are conduits of loans to men.81 

Others studies however question the assumption of automatic benefits of micro-
finance for women (McKenzie, 2009). Women’s high repayment levels, for example, do 
not necessarily indicate that women have used the loan themselves. Men may take the 

80 FINRURAL (2003): Evaluacion de Impactos de Programas para La Mujer (Pro Mujer) Bolivia.  
81  DFID, impact evaluation of Kashf Foundation, 2003 
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loans from women or women may choose to invest the loans in men's activities. 82 Others 
argue that while there may not be automatic empowerment benefits but “the fact that 
women are more likely to share their loans with male household members than men are 
with women merely strengthens the argument for lending to women, as the entire family 
is more likely to benefit economically, and women are more likely to benefit personally 
and socially” (Kabeer, 2000). 

Macroeconomic impact of women’s access to finance

 The second argument is that women’s access to finance is important for its 
instrumentality i.e. for achieving other valued goals. Policies that hinder women’s full 
participation according to this view cost the global economy billions.83 Recent studies 
have thus highlighted the macro economic implications of women’s unequal access to 
resources (Stoskey, 2006, Morrison et. al. 2007). MDGs also explicitly link economic 
progress to the equalization of opportunities for women.84 GGA for Uganda for example 
shows that Uganda has foregone 2 percent of GDP growth per year because of policies 
that restrict women’s full participation in the economy.85 

Welfare impact of women’s access to finance 

Though there is limited research on the welfare impact of microfinance, the 
evidence is largely positive (UN 2009).86  Pitt et. al. for example find large and 
statistically significant positive impact on children’s health from women’s borrowing, but
not from male borrowing: ‘which had an insignificant or even negative effect’ (Pitt, Mark
et.al, 2003). Similar welfare impacts on children’s (including daughters) and clients 
health due to better preventive measures and children’s education, have been reported by 
other programs.87  

The business case for increasing women’s access to finance

More recently a third argument has drawn focus to the business case for 
increasing women’s access to finance. The rationale for the business case is that women 
are an untapped, profitable and a growing market but that their ability to grow is 
hampered by access to finance and other resources.88 Women’s better payback rates in 
microfinance and evidence from commercial banks that have successfully entered the 

82 Mayoux, 2006, Dessy and Ewoudou, 2006, Goetz and Sengupta 1996). 
83 Kyte, 2007
84 Stoskey, 2006
85 Ellis et.al., 2006
86 A recent study however finds that children are actively involved in women’s micro business. And that  
the time that children spend either carrying out additional chores in the home  or working in the business is 
largely influenced by the small size of the women’s micor loans  that restrict the growth of women’s 
businesses and her ablity to employ adult labor  (CIDA, 2007).  
87 Littlefield, et.al. 2003, Woller, 2005, DFID Study, 2003
88 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor various years, GEM, IFC, 2008
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women’s market are cited to make the case i.e. that the women’s market is  good even for
banks that are in the “hard-nosed business of banking.”89 

 The growing number of women owned enterprises are cited in support of this 
argument (Fig 8).  A UN survey, for example, shows that the gap between self-employed 
men and women has narrowed from 26 for each 100 men in 1970s to 40 for each 100 
men in 1990.90 A  Eurostat research found that the number of women who are self-
employed or running their own businesses has grown substantially. In Sweden, for 
example, women now represent 23 percent of all business start ups and account for 
around 25 percent of all private firms, a proportion common to many other northern 
European states.91  A recent research conducted by the Center for Women’s Business 
Research (CWBR) found that women-owned businesses contribute nearly $3 trillion to 
the US economy and create or maintain 23 million or 16 percent of the total US work 
force.92

Fig: 8 Percentage of enterprises owned by women in selected African countries        

Source: World Bank Enterprise Surveys, 2002–2006

Furthermore, although firms that are wholly female-owned are a minority of all 
enterprises (between 25 to 35 percent), women’s participation in business ownership is 

89Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook, 2008; Kyte, 2007;  GEM, IFC 2008 
90 UN Survey, 1995
91 Nilsson, 1997
92 The Economic Impact of Women-Owned Businesses in the United States,  CWBR, 2009
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much wider for example as joint owners. A recent study of 18,500 SMEs in the UK found
that 42 percent were co-owned by men and women.93 

Recent surveys also show that women-owned enterprises account for a growing 
share of all new enterprises in many economies. For example, women constitute an 
estimated 38percent of all registered small businesses in US, a third of small businesses 
in China, nearly half of all micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) in Kenya, and 
a third of all enterprises in the 21 Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) countries 
(IFC, 2007).  

It is thus argued that poverty lending or access to micro loans alone are not 
enough. It is also important to identify and address constraints women in the so called 
‘missing middle’ (i.e. those that are ‘too big for microfinance and too small for formal 
loans’) face in accessing larger formal sector loans to grow and to diversify.94 

1.2.2 Increasing women’s access to finance:  way forward

Women’s access to finance may be constrained by both supply and demand side 
issues. To be effective the policy response would have to include along with enabling 
financial sector policies, programs and initiatives that address women’s non-financial as 
well as contextual or social constraints through access to finance, enterprise development 
services, social intermediation, financial literacy etc. Furthermore, as women 
entrepreneurs may be engaged in activities ranging from managing a few chickens to 
factories with a large number of employees their needs and the response would vary 
accordingly. This section illustrates some good practice examples of policies and 
program that have helped increase women’s access to finance as a way forward.

Downscaling to increase access to the underserved in competitive markets

Competition in the financial sector is known to encourage FIs to explore non- 
traditional markets including the women’s markets.95  Downscaling is also encouraged by
effective government policies. India for example requires FIs to lend 40 percent of their 
total loans to a broad list of priority sectors.  Many FIs that downscaled to meet this 
requirement have also discovered that there is profit to be made at the ‘bottom of the 
pyramid.’ A successful example is that of ICICI Bank, India. ICICI contracts with 
successful MFIs such as Spandana that have 100 percent women members to source 
microfinance loans. ICICI Bank has thus gained from a highly profitable, rapidly-
growing microfinance portfolio by linking with organizations that have strong track 
records but lack sufficient equity to borrow directly (Box 4). 

93Ad verbatim, Women in Industrial Research (WIR): http://ec.europa.eu/research/science-
society/women/wir/pdf/wir_entrepreneurs.pdf
94 Kyte, 200
95 Beck et.al 2006
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Box 4: ICICI Bank

ICICI Bank has a contractual arrangement with, Spandana, a women only MFI 
based in Guntur, Andhra Pradesh, India since 2003. Sapandana acts as a service 
agent for ICICI Bank and has disbursed nearly US $3 million to over 20,000 clients 
under the arrangement through the end of March 2004. Spandana’s field staff help 
borrowers complete loan applications and promissory notes in the name of ICICI 
Bank, make disbursements, collect repayments, and monitor the loan over its entire 
life. The cost to the borrower on the one-year term loan is a flat 15 percent (about 
30 percent effective p.a.), the same rate that Spandana charges when it is the lender 
of record. Of this charge, 9.25 percent is interest income and fees for ICICI Bank, 
and the remainder (about 20.75 percent) is a service charge collected by Spandana. 
To share the credit risk, ICICI Bank requires Spandana to deposit a fixed deposit 
with the bank in the amount of 12 percent of the total committed amount. As an 
alternative, Spandana may take an overdraft from the bank for this amount and pay 
a 1 percent fee upfront. If losses occur, ICICI Bank will draw from this overdraft, 
charging Spandana 19 percent interest on the amount drawn. 

Source: ad verbatim CGAP, 2006

Self Help Groups (SHGs) linkage with banks in India is another successful 
example of increasing poor women’s access to formal finance. These SHGs are mostly 
women’s groups that pool savings and give loans to members. These are largely 
promoted by NGOs. India’s National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development 
(NABARD) supports group formation, linking the SHGs with banks. The SHGs have 
been linked to public sector banks that have a dominant presence in the rural areas. There
are currently 2.6 million SHGs linked to banks covering nearly 40 million households 
through its members. Banks provide credit to such groups at reasonable rates of interest. 
However the size of loans is quite small and used mostly for consumption smoothening 
or very small businesses. In some SHGs, credit is provided for agricultural activities and 
other livelihoods and could be several times the deposits made by the SHG.96 

 EXIM Bank, Tanzania –a GEM, IFC’s partner bank- has similarly partnered with
Sero Lease and Finance Ltd (SELFINA) - an all women micro leasing finance NGO. This
partnership has helped 30,000 women members of SELFINA to access formal finance.97 

 Mainstreaming Gender in a Commercial Bank

 In addition to outsourcing and partnership, there are also successful attempts at 
mainstreaming gender within formal financial institutions. GEM, IFC’s partnerships with 
commercial banks is an example of this approach.  Banks such as NBS, Malawi, Access 
Bank, Nigeria, DFCU Uganda have thus directly lent to women often using alternative 
collateral for example jewelry, account receivables, contracts with reputed firms.  These 
banks enter into a partnership with IFC and use IFC credit line to design the women’s 

96 Thorat, 2007
97 GEM, IFC, 2007
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product. The components of the partnership also include a staff gender sensitization 
training and a proactive outreach strategy. Starting with a low base many of these banks 
have increased their outreach to women entrepreneurs to nearly 30 percent of their total 
loans to small and medium enterprises (SMEs). These banks also benefited from women 
entrepreneurs lower non-performing loans relative to their male clients. The success of 
this approach has resulted in replication of the women’s product by other FIs in countries 
like Uganda and Nigeria. Furthermore data from GEM, IFC partner banks shows that 
women borrowers also opened new deposit accounts resulting in additional gains for 
these banks.

Savings mobilization: an opportunity for lenders

Increased savings mobilization and hence access to low cost funds is also reported
by other lenders. Hatton Bank, Sri Lanka’s largest commercial bank, started the Gami 
Pubuduwa Program - a lending program in 1989. The program has attracted hundreds of 
women clients who have not ‘only built successful enterprises that employ other women, 
but have also deposited nearly $8 millions’ (Pal, 2006). Similarly in Indonesia the state-
owned commercial banks, BRI and KUPEDES, have attracted women through a 
decentralized approach focused on lending and savings mobilization.  A 1989 survey 
found 25 percent of the sample borrowers were women. In reality the number of women 
benefiting from KUPEDES is probably much higher since small family enterprises in 
Indonesia involve both husband and wife. Savings mobilization was the most successful 
element of KUPEDES, supplying the bank units with a stable source of funds. By the end
of 1993, savings accounts (excluding current accounts and time deposits) made up almost
28 percent of the accounts and 11 percent of the rupiah value in the entire Indonesian 
banking system.98 BRI today accounts for 81percent of the total 7 billion deposits by 
MFIs in Asia (MBB, 2008). Grameen Bank, the only MFI allowed to raise voluntary 
deposits in Bangladesh, finances 100 percent of its loans from savings. Incidentally 97 
percent of Grameen Bank 7.94 million borrowers are women who provide over 50 
percent of the total deposits. 99

 
 In the United States, the private Chicago-based South Shore Bank was modeled 

on the Bangladeshi Grameen Bank, and it has primarily attracted low income female 
clients.100 In addition to meeting an important risk mitigating need for poor and low 
income clients and access to low cost funds for banks, savings can also act as a loan 
guarantee. Furthermore, by offering attractive savings products to existing borrowers, 
banks can keep their transaction costs low.

FMFBA, Kabul designed a women’s group lending product101 through a 
participatory process adjusting interest rates and product terms to suit the women’s stated
needs and demand. In the highly competitive microfinance market, FMFBA, a 
commercial bank has since increased its outreach to women from 12 percent to 26 
percent since the successful pilot of the product in 2007. FMFBA combined its product 

98This section draws from Pal, 2006
99 Grameen Bank At A Glance, 2009
100 Pal, 2006
101 GEM, IFC, 2006

29



design with an institution wide gender assessment and carried out changes in its HR 
strategies to ensure mainstreaming of its gender product including appointing a woman 
gender product manager.

Looking to become the ‘Bank of Choice’ for women, Westpac Bank, Australia 
conducted market research to identify women’s product requirements. The research 
findings, however, showed that women did not want a special ‘women’s product’ but 
wanted to be ‘taken seriously’ and to be ‘treated with respect.’ Westpac Bank accordingly
set up Women in Business (WIB) Units to advise women on financial products, training, 
networking etc. Westpac also created a Women’s Investment Advisory Service (WIAS) 
with a team of financial advisors that specialize in investment planning, education, risk 
management and business services for women.  Westpac has also institutionalized gender
by increasing women’s presence among its managerial and executive positions.102 

Banco Nacional de Costa Rica (BNCR), a state owned commercial bank in Costa 
Rica set up a special MSME unit to increase women’s access to formal finance. It 
partnered with Costa Rica’s National Institute for Women to train its staff and create 
gender awareness within the bank as well as to increase financial and business education 
opportunities for women.  These partners also lobby for gender equity in policies at 
national, regional and local levels.

 Standard Charter bank, a bank with an international presence, has introduced 
women-focused marketing in its regular banking services, in particular in countries where
women have lower access to banks. In December 2008, Standard Chartered Bank 
committed to a $450,000 women’s empowerment program in Asia to enhance financial 
literacy, financial planning, investment and capacity-building for women owners of small
businesses, with the aim of reaching 5,000 women by 2011103 

PNC Bank, USA has established a women’s financial services division dedicated 
to servicing women-owned businesses, offering them personalized checking, savings and 
lending programs. PNC Bank’s objective is to become “the best bank for women in 
business.” Its goal is to lend 4 billion $ to women owned business by 2010.104

 State led initiatives

Many countries have also taken a proactive stance to increase women’s access to 
finance. Concerned with women’s low access to finance, Government of India, for 
example, has drawn up a 14 point action plan for public sector banks in India. These 
banks account for nearly 75 percent of the banking assets in India and have a wide 
network of branches in both urban and rural parts of India. The goal of the action plan is 
to mainstream women’s access to finance within the operations of the public sector banks
through special cells, training and outreach efforts. These banks have also been instructed

102 IFC, 2007
103 Global Private Sector Leaders Forum, an initiative of the WB, GAP,
 brochure. Washington, D.C, 2008
104 PNC: https://www.pnc.com/
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to track and report sex disaggregated outcome. The central bank has also been instructed 
to maintain a database (Box 5).105 

105 While the action plan is a near perfect articulation of the ideal, no information is available about the extent of 
implementation by the banks. The central banks tracks aggregate credit data and has reported meeting the 5 percent 
target set by the action plans but does not currently maintain a database of such loans to women.
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Specialized women’s banks
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Box 5: India’s Action Plan For Credit Delivery to Women

(1) Redefining of Banks' policies / Long term plans by taking into account women's 
requirements in a focused and integrated manner. Banks should have a Charter for women 
which must be published
(2) Setting up women cells: women's cells should be set up at the banks' head office as well 
as in their regional offices where information, counseling/guidance and other credit related 
services for women entrepreneurs should be readily available.
(3) Simplification of procedural formalities: The application forms, appraisal standards and 
other procedural requirements for extending finance to women entrepreneurs should be 
simplified as far as possible. Banks should ensure that the managerial staff assist women 
entrepreneurs in understanding the banks' procedural formalities in a simple manner. They 
should also give assistance in the preparation of project reports and completion of other 
paper work.
(4) Orientation of Bank officers/staff on gender concerns/credit requirements of women 
Banks should take appropriate measures to ensure that the branch level
functionaries do not have traditional bias of preferring men to women in financing.
(5) Publicity campaign for creating awareness about credit facilities (i) Banks should launch
Awareness Program/Publicity Campaigns about schemes available for women. 
(6) Entrepreneurship Development Programs/Training facilities for Women
Banks should organize entrepreneurship development programs exclusively for
women entrepreneurs. For this purpose the banks can contact various Entrepreneurship 
Development Institutes in the country and develop appropriate programs for women in the 
urban and rural areas. 
(7) Specialized branches for women: these branches could act as a centre for women which 
offers inter alia, facilities like a small library, credit related counseling and guidance 
services and information about various schemes. 
(8) Motivational strategies to enthuse bank officials/staff Banks should use motivational 
strategies to enthuse their managers/staff to achieve targets for women.
(9) Monitoring system A monitoring system should be in place for submitting regular 
reports on the credit flow to women. 
(10) Data collection Separate data about credit flow to women is not presently available. 
Data should be generated by banks and quarterly reports submitted to RBI who should 
process the information and create a separate data base for women. 
(11) Strengthening of existing schemes: There should be greater interaction between 
NABARD/SIDBI and banks. 
(12) Increasing the limit  non collateralized loans from Rs.1 lakh to Rs.5 lakh. Banks may 
also consider whether loans beyond Rs.5 lakhs i.e. at least up to Rs.10 lakhs could be 
offered without collateral.
(13) Involving NGOs/SHGs/Women's Cooperatives (i) Non-government organizations 
(NGOs) are playing a crucial role in reaching out to women even in the remotest regions. 
(14) Mahila Rural Co-operative Banks: Women  Rural Cooperative Banks on the lines of 
Mahila Urban Cooperative banks should be set up for assisting women in the semi-urban 
and rural areas. RBI may issue licenses for such banks liberally. 
Sources: RBI, 2007



Specialized women’s banks are examples of a more direct approach to increase 
outreach to women. Two well known examples in India are the Self Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) which is an Urban Cooperative Bank and the recently licensed 

MannDeshi Women’s Rural Cooperative Bank.(Box 6). These regulated and licensed 
women’s banks have amply demonstrated that small and low income women are 
bankable and can be served sustainably. These banks have also adopted a comprehensive 
approach to meet the financial and non-financial needs of their women members.  
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Box 6: MannDeshi Women’s Rural Cooperative Bank, India

MannDeshi is a licensed and regulated women’s rural cooperative bank 
headquartered in the drought prone region of Mhaswad, in the State of 
Maharashtra.   It was started with 500 women who put in on an average US $10 
each to raise the initial capital of $15,000 required to set up a bank.  The bank has 
since grown its operations to 5 districts and has three branches and an extension 
counter. In addition, its affiliate Self-Help Group Federation has five additional 
outreach centers. Mann Deshi operates through its fleet of 42 field agents and 39 
locally recruited women staff who travel up to 20 kms to provide doorstep banking
facilities and advice to its 82, 000 women members. They undertake 4,500 daily 
transactions mobilizing up to US$ 2,500 everyday with an average size of deposits
being US$ 1.25.  In addition to credit, deposit and insurance facilities, MannDeshi 
has also build infrastructure to help women graduate from micro enterprises to 
SMEs and has advocated to reduce stamp duty for property registration for 
women. MannDeshi has build a sustainable institution through partnerships and a 
comprehensive approach. Mann Deshi partners include:

 HSBC provides MannDeshi a refinance facility of Rs 4.5 million for its rural 
clientele and has provided a 3 year grant to ‘Manav Viskas’ -the not for profit  arm
of the bank to start ‘Udyogini’  – a business school for women. 
SIDBI ’s Rs 10 million loan re-finances MannDeshi’s loans to rural women. Its 
additional Rs 1.25 million for training and infrastructure development for the 
bank.
OBC has provided Rs 2.5 million over 5 years to the MannDeshi SHG Federation. 
UTI and TATA AIG have pioneered the micro-pension and micro-insurance loans 
respectively  to MannDeshi clients.
Deshpande Foundation has funded MannDeshis ‘Manav Vikas’ the mobile rural 
business school
Reserve Bank of India –MannDeshi alsot rains senior officials of the central bank 
on rural banking issues.

Source: MannDeshi Bank



Other examples include Micro-fund for Women in Jordan and Women’s Bank in 
Pakistan. Kenya Women’s Finance Trust, a WWB affiliate is also transforming to 
become a commercial bank. Recognizing the importance of addressing constraints 
women face in accessing formal finance, Tanzanian Government has also recently set up 
a women’s bank (though men could access it too).  

 Equity Funds 

Lack of startup finance (as discussed earlier in this analysis) is a constraint for 
women in both starting and growing businesses. Trapezia, an equity fund for women in 
UK is a private investment fund and is a venture capital and business angel for women 
entrepreneurs. It offers women investors the opportunity to invest in women-focused 
businesses over a three to five year period.  Its investment advisory panel includes 
representatives from the Women in Business (WiB), Unit of Bank of Scotland and other 
seasoned entrepreneurs and professionals.106 

The ‘Women Private Equity Fund,’ South Africa was established in 2003. The 
fund provides expansion capital to companies that are controlled or managed by women, 
employ a majority of women or have a market focus on women. The fund targets 
investments ranging from R5 million to R19 million. It also assists companies in 
strengthening their strategic focus. After three to five years of investment, the fund exits 
the investment in different ways—through an initial public offering on the stock 
exchange, trade sales, international exits or management buy-backs.’107

Finance for the ‘missing middle’

Women entrepreneurs in the so called “missing middle,” as this analysis shows 
are particularly constrained. Growth-Oriented Women’s Enterprises (GOWE) Program, a
part of the African Development Bank’s (AfDB) larger African Women in Business 
initiative, is an attempt to address their constraints. GOWE is based on lessons from 
enterprise development research by ILO and AfDB in Africa. It is a comprehensive 
program that responds to women’s constraints such as  lack of property rights and the 
lack of collateral;  lack of adequate business financial records; limited capacity to prepare
a business plan; and  ‘high-risk’ perception by banks. The program thus supports women 
to grow their businesses through all three components: finance, training and mentoring.

Other recommendations:

Integrated credit registries that capture wide-ranging repayment histories 
including microfinance repayments will particularly help women who are current 
microfinance borrowers but do not have formal credit histories which is often a 
requirement for bank loans. Furthermore, many women lack access to collateral but have 
high repayment rates, though this research could not identify any example of positive 

106 IFC, 2007
107 UN, 2009
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credit history serving as a reputational collateral, theoretically it should be possible to do 
so as this would address problems of information asymmetry. As many banks may be 
constrained because of regulations, this may require supervisory authority’s intervention.

Moveable collateral registries can encourage banks to design products that look 
beyond traditional collateral such as against account receivables. Recent literature, for 
example, shows that in countries with reformed laws governing collateral, moveable 
property such as inventory, accounts receivable, livestock etc are considered excellent 
collateral and result in better loan terms, increased access, and a more competitive 
financial sector (Fleisig, et.al. 2006). These findings though not sex-disaggregated can be 
particularly significant for women entrepreneurs who lack immoveable assets.

Ensuring that women are included in land titling programs and introducing tax 
and stamp duty incentives to encourage joint property registration/property transfer could
help increase women’s property ownership. There have been some recent attempts at 
women’s asset creation through loan products. For example, Grameen Bank’s housing 
loan requires that the property acquired through such loans should be registered in the 
women borrower’s name (CGAP, 2003). However, the high cost of joint 
registration/transfer of property in Jordan, led market researchers for a home 
improvement loan for women to drop such registration requirements. In the absence of 
any available impact assessment it is not clear how the Grameen Bank product has fared 
or what the cost of such registrations/transfers are and how they are met, especially since 
the cost of property registration/transfer are particularly high in Bangladesh.108 

A way forward in this regard was recently provided by MannDeshi Bank. Using 
the opportunity that India’s favorable macro-environment provided,109 MannDeshi Bank 
advocated for stamp duty reduction for joint property registration for its women 
borrowers. Incidentally, the bank also honors and rewards husbands that undertake such 
joint registrations!110

Formalization is known to improve access especially in countries such as 
Bangladesh where trade registration, tax id are a requirement for formal loans. 
Improvement in trade registration procedures, simplified tax administration and reduced 
corruption can help draw in women (and men) owned MSMEs into the formal processes 
as well as increase their access to finance. 111Recent research based on enterprise survey 
data from Ethiopia and Nigeria also shows that investment climate constraints such as 
crime, corruption, access to finance impact women more than men (Bardasi, 2008).

 An investment climate guide being developed by GEM, IFC to diagnose and 
address constraints facing women entrepreneurs is an important resource. Although the 

108 Bangladesh ranks 175 out of 181 economies in the Doing Business Rankings, 2008
109 India’s 11th Plan encourages  ownership rights for women by offering incentives for ownership of property in 
women's name. State and local governments have launched some initiatives in this regard. For example, in 2002, the 
state of Delhi cut stamp duty rates from 8% to 6% for women owners. In case of joint ownership by men and women, 
the duty is 7%. (TOI, 22 Nov, 2006)
110 Interview with Chetna Gala Sinha, Founder, ManDeshi Bank, 2008
111 Narain forthcoming. ICA, 2008
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guide does not directly deal with access to finance issues, its recommendation for 
example on mystery shopping to ascertain constraints women face in trade registration/ 
licensing has a direct bearing on women’s ability to set up sustainable businesses as well 
as to access formal finance (Box 7).

Non-financial support:

In addition to financial needs, many women who are confined to limited 
sectors/activities 112and unsustainable enterprises113 would also benefit from access to 
non-financial support such as mentoring and training in non- traditional businesses114. For

112  Sebstadt and Cohen, 2000
113 UN, 2009
114 Mckenzie, 2009
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Box 7: IFC’s Gender and Investment Climate Practitioners’ Guide 

The Guide aims to provide fresh thinking to solve common issues women 
entrepreneurs and employees face in the investment climate area. It presents 
actionable, practical, replicable, and scalable tools. Specifically the Guide seeks to
enable development practitioners and policy makers who are not gender specialists
to (i) diagnose gender issues in an investment climate reform area, (ii) design 
practical solutions and recommendations to address gender constraints and (iii) 
include effective monitoring and evaluation tools to oversee the implementation of
those recommendations. The analysis, conclusions and recommendations 
presented in this Guide are based on gender and economic theory, analysis of 
country case-studies and practices, IFC’s own experience, reform experience in a 
number of emerging market countries and interviews with development 
practitioners, policy makers and academics. 

             The Guide starts with a brief section on the economic rationale for gender 
inclusion in investment climate reform work.  The guide is then divided into nine 
thematic modules. Recognizing the socio-economic dimensions of gender-focused
work, Core module outlines the broader overarching framework within which 
gender-informed investment climate work can take place. It also focuses on the 
monitoring and evaluation framework, with particular emphasis on establishing 
appropriate baselines to facilitate the measurement of gender-informed changes in 
the business environment.  The eight thematic modules provide specific guidance 
on key investment climate issues comprising (i) public-private dialogue (ii) 
business start up and operation, (iii) business taxation, (iv) trade logistics, (v) 
secured lending, (vi) alternative dispute resolution, (vii) special economic zones 
and (viii) investment policy and promotion. Thematic modules are designed to 
guide the reader through the project cycle and present the three-step process – 
diagnostic – solution design - implementation and monitoring and evaluation.

Source: IFC, GEM, 2009



example, under an Italian Corporation led initiative, Pashtun women in Kabul from low 
income families were trained in non-trditional businesses that had hitherto been a male 
preserve such as gemcutting, mobile repair and catering in Kabul, Afghanistan115. Many 
of these trainees have graduated to work as caterers, lantern makers, mobile repairers and 
gem-cutters. A group of trained gem- cutters have since set up a company: “The Sultan 
Razia Gem Cutting Co.’ in Kabul. Recent United States Agency for international 
Development (USAID) evaluation of the company’s model states that it has “a sound 
basis for rapid expansion.”116 

Furthermore, many women in informal part time businesses are also constrained 
by their dual work burden. Supporting women with technologies that address these 
constraints are also important. In Mali, the introduction of diesel engines that provide 
electricity, pump water, and mechanize grain milling and other tasks improved women’s 
economic situation, reduced their work burden, and promoted development and poverty 
reduction in communities. According to the Global Monitoring Report, in the first five 
years of the project, the engines saved women 1 to 3.3 hours of labor per day and 
increased their income from an average of $68 to $122 per year. The project was owned 
and managed by the women’s associations who also maintained the engines and sold 
energy services.117 

 Financial literacy and awareness of bank products and procedures

Increased financial literacy is also important in increasing women’s access to 
finance. Financial illiteracy as research shows is particularly severe for “key demographic
groups such as women.118Recent research by Zia et al in Indonesia also shows that 
financial literacy education substantially increases the demand for banking services 
among those with low initial levels of financial literacy and low levels of education119.

Research also shows that many women lack awareness of bank products and 
procedures. A study of Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) clients for instance
found that in times of crisis many SEWA clients borrowed from moneylenders even 
though SEWA bank had both emergency loans and insurance products. Ninety percent of 
the SEWA clients participating in the research knew nothing about the meaning, 
usefulness or mechanics of insurance and most of the clients were also unaware of 
SEWA’s pension plan.120  

115The Italian Corporation worked closely with the women in the Pashtun community providing its project a
protective layer for women and for the project by going though the local body Shura (the project had a 
Shura member on its payroll). This helped reduce tensions for women within the home: “though there were 
instances where women came back bruised and beaten for attending these trainings, there was also an 
instance of a supportive husband who allowed his wife to travel to India for gem-cutting and polishing 
training.” (GEM, IFC, 2006)
116 USAID, 2007
117 Global Monitoring Report, 2006
118 Klapper and Zia, 2009
119 Klapper and Zia, 2009
120 Cohen et.al.2006
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 A study by McKenzie et.al finds that information on bank application process 
and loan products etc. provided to a randomized sample of firms in Sri Lanka led to a 
doubling in the number of firms taking a new loan in a 3 month period.  Such information
would also be important for a large number of ‘discouraged” women who keep away 
from formal financial services due to the perception that they will not get a loan because 
they are women. It is also important to carefully design policies so as to avoid unintended
consequences and opposite effects. For example, interest rate ceilings on loans to women 
and poor introduced to protect them often result in their exclusion.121 Bangladesh Bank’s 
recent refinance scheme aimed at increasing women’s access to formal loans has not had 
the desired effect as it also put interest restrictions on such loans.122

More women as decision makers increases access 

Recent research shows that financial institutions targeting women customers will 
be ‘more successful at understanding and responding to customer needs if they mirror 
their market i.e. have more female voices at the decision-making table.’123 Women, 
however, are ‘largely absent from the top management positions of banks in both 
developed and developed countries.124 For example in the USA while women make up 75
per cent of the employees in the financial service industry, they held 12.6 per cent of 
executive positions in the top 50 United States commercial banks (McCarter, 2006). 
Women make up only 8.6 per cent of venture capital decision-makers in the United States
of America (Brush and others, 2004). A study of private-sector banks found that only 
10.3 per cent of board members at the world’s 50 largest banks were women and that 
some of the biggest global banks had no female directors (Corporate Women Directors 
International, 2007). A microfinance survey of 198 institutions in 65 countries found that,
‘while women made up around 70 to 90 per cent of their clients, the number of women in
senior governance or management positions varied between 30 and 40 per cent in most 
institutions’ (McCarter, 2006).  Studies also show that inequality in decision-making is 
detrimental to an MFI’s overall financial performance.  A study of 226 microfinance 
organizations in 57 countries thus found that those whose chief executive officer was a 
woman reported higher returns on assets (Merlsand and Strom, 2008)125.  

In addition to more women in decision making positions, what will also help is a 
more gender aware staff and institution: “When men staff members have good relations 
with women clients, they can increase women’s confidence in dealing with men’s 
hierarchies and break down cultural barriers” (Mayoux, 2008). Table 1outlines a gender 
aware financial institution staff policy.

Table 1: Good Practices in Staff Gender Policy 
Practice Example
Recruitment
and promotion

Include gender awareness in job descriptions and as key criterion for 
recruitment and promotion

121 Helms et.al. 2004
122 Narain, forthcoming
123  WWB, 2009 
124 UN, 2009
125 This section draws from UN, 2009
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Advertise employment opportunities through channels likely to reach more 
women
Adopt proactive hiring and promotion strategies to recruit women into senior
management positions until gender balance is reached

Rights at work Review all norms and job descriptions from a gender perspective
Give equal pay for equal work
Guarantee freedom from sexual harassment (women and men)
Establish rights and responsibilities
Establish structures for all staff to participate in decision making

Family-friendly
work practices

Provide flexible working arrangements: flexi-time, flexi-place, part-time 
work, and job sharing encouraged at all levels, including senior managers
Develop maternity and paternity leave policies
Provide child care and dependent care leave and support

Training
Provide ongoing training for all men and women staff in participatory gender
awareness, sensitization, planning, and analysis
Provide follow-up training with specific tools and methodologies
Provide training for women to move from mid-level to senior positions
An adequately resourced gender focal point coordinates gender policy; at the 
same time, a mainstreaming process is implemented throughout the 
organization
Gender equality and empowerment indicators are integrated into ongoing
monitoring and evaluation

Implementation
structure and 
incentives

An adequately resourced gender focal point coordinates gender policy; at the 
same time, a mainstreaming process is implemented throughout the 
organization
Gender equality and empowerment indicators are integrated into ongoing
monitoring and evaluation
Staff targets and incentives are established for achieving gender equality and
Empowerment

Source: Mayoux, 2008

Finally, lack of sex disaggregated data is a major constraint in designing policies 
that respond to constraints women face in accessing finance. Women’s low access levels 
remain hidden within aggregate country level data and do not catch policy maker’s 
attention.  This, as the experience of many banks that have introduced appropriately 
designed women’s product shows is also a loss for the financial institutions.126

1.3 The value-added of statistics

126 Data from GEM, IFC partner banks for example shows  low non performing loans (and hence fewer dispute and 
debt collection costs) and higher savings rate (GEM, IFC, internal data) 
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To identify barriers to women’s financial inclusion and to develop policies that 
address them policy makers need accurate, comparable and reliable sex-disaggregated 
data. In particular access to finance data are important for the following reasons:127 

a. allowing inter-country comparisons  and raising awareness  on access issues,  to
incentivize governments to undertake the necessary reforms and allow progress to
be measured; 

b. providing information to policymakers about the main barriers to access; 
c. providing information to the private sector about market opportunities; and
d. providing data for use in the analysis of the impact of access to financial services

on growth and poverty reduction.

Furthermore, sex disaggregated statistics can be used effectively to:

 Obtain information on present levels of financial services accessed by men and
women,  identify barriers to women’s  access to finance and design appropriate
policy response.

 Track gender bias in access to finance and to deign appropriate response.
 Identify current levels of access to different types of products and through follow-

up  sex-disaggregated  research  ascertain  need,  constraints  and  to  design
appropriate response.

 Assess  sex  disaggregated  impact  of  macro  level  financial  sector  reform  and
design appropriate response to any sex disaggregated constraints 

 Provide a better  understanding of different types of needs and requirements of
men  and  women  along  the  continuum  of  economic  activity  e.g.  addressing
women’s and men's financing needs for all stages of business from start up to
growth.

 Make financial sector policies, research and programs gender sensitive 
 Monitor the effectiveness and the impact of government policies, programs and

initiatives on women’s access to finance.
 Track changes and benchmark financial access for men and women to improve

service provision
 Sex-disaggregated cross country databases can help raise awareness and can help

present  alternatives  in  the form of  good practices  from neighboring countries,
regions, globally. 

 Gender aware data collection can also help in giving women a voice and capture
gender inequalities in access.

However, such data as this analysis has shown are currently lacking.  In the absence of 
reliable data it is both difficult to identify gaps and to initiate policy response to fill in 
these gaps.

1.3.1 Why is data collection on access to finance difficult?

127 Ellis, 2005
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Supply side issues in data collection

The main reason for lack of sex disaggregated data is that the central banks/ 
supervisors do not collect/compile this type of data. Regulators are largely concerned 
with financial stability and therefore collect data on financial depth based on aggregate 
value of deposits and loans as well as large loans. The data on financial sector breadth, let
alone sex-disaggregated data, are not collected by the regulators. 

However, financial service providers such as banks generally collect a wealth of 
data on their clients and generally have or could have sex-disaggregated data. There are, 
however, several data collection issues that make any compilation based on financial 
institutions data challenging:

 Many different types of financial institutions provide financial services and they 
record their activities in a variety of different ways that are hard to aggregate.

 While financial institutions such as specialized microfinance institutions may 
keep records of number of clients and percentage of women clients, many 
mainstream financial institutions such as banks may organize their data around 
accounts rather than account holders   

 Many of these accounts may be dormant. However, even if we knew how many 
active128 saving or depositing customers each institution had, we do not know how
many of these account holders have accounts at multiple institutions.  

 Similar questions arise in regard to borrowing customers and insurance and to 
various forms of small value payments services.  

 Furthermore, even if we had a credible measure of the penetration of financial 
services as a proportion of the population, it would not answer other important 
questions. For example, how many men and women have access, or to what type 
of services, or the price at which they are available to men and women and how 
many women’s accounts are actually run and managed by men.

Limitations of Provider Surveys 

 As data collected by International Financial Institutions (IFIs) from providers are 
self-filled surveys (by bankers and regulators), this could lead to possible bias in 
banks in favor of portraying themselves positively and failing to describe 
discriminatory treatment between users for example male, female.129

 These surveys do not collect data sex disaggregated data. 

Demand Side issues in data collection

Demand side data can be a source of rich information on the users of financial 
services. For example, survey based measures of access that are representative of 
the whole population and of important subgroups such as women show how usage

128 Savings accounts often remain open with a small, but perhaps forgotten balance – including these can be misleading.
129 Getting Finance Approach paper, 2007

41



of services may differ critically due to factors such as gender, income, wealth, 
race, employment or education. 

There are, however, limitations: 

 Household and individual survey-based data are quite limited both in terms of the 
number of countries for which such data are available and the amount of 
information that is collected about the respondents. 

 The data are not always comparable across countries as the surveys may use 
different definitions. 

 Such surveys can be both time-consuming and costly due to the need to survey a 
large number of households to achieve a stable and representative sample

 Surveys are also not suited to cross-country indicators which aim to achieve 
global coverage with annual updates. 

 
1.3.2 Some examples of sex-disaggregated cross country data collection

The following are two examples of sex-disaggregated cross country databases. However, 
each has their limitations:

The OECD Gender, Institutions and Development Data Base 

Organization for Economic Cooperation And Development’s (OECD) Gender, 
Institutions and Development Database (GID-DB) is ‘a new tool for researchers and 
policy makers to determine and analyze obstacles to women’s economic development.’ 
The database covers a total of 160 countries and comprises an array of 60 indicators on 
gender discrimination. The database includes institutional variables ranging from intra-
household behavior to social norms (Table 2). Information on cultural and traditional 
practices that impact women’s economic development is coded so as to measure the level
of discrimination.

Table2: OECD: Social Institutions Indicators
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Mean age of marriage (women, in years)
Early marriage (women)
Polygamy
Parental Authority
Inheritance
Female Genital Mutilation
Violence against women
Missing Women
Freedom of movement
Obligation to wear a veil in public
Women's access to land
Women's access to bank loans
Women's access to property other than land
Source: OECD, 2009

The Ownership Rights Sub-Index for example measures the extent to which women are 
excluded from holding property or accessing bank loans (Fig 9).

Fig 9: Ownership Rights Index

Source: OECD, 2009

Limitations: The methodology for data collection however is not very clear. This on-line
database cites Lang, J., Enquête sur la Situation des Femmes dans le Monde, Paris: 
Assemblée Nationale, 1998 as the source. The database was recently '(re)launched' in 
March 2009, though the data is the same as October 2008.  It is not clear how the new 
database differs from the earlier data that was based on Jacques Lang’s 1998 work.130  
However, the database has expanded the set of indicators being examined and includes 
some that capture subtler but real ways that women can be disadvantaged.  But without 
more documentation, it is hard to know how much to rely on any given indicator in the 
database131.

130 Mary Hallward-Driemeier , email communication
131 -ibid-
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II. AGDI: The second cross country gender database is the Africa Gender and 
Development Index (AGDI). It is a tool that maps the extent of gender inequality in 
Africa and assesses government performance (Annex I).  AGDI has both a quantitative 
( (Gender Status Index (GSI)) and a qualitative tool (African Women’s Progress 
Scoreboard (AWPS)).  The ‘economic power,’ indicator includes ‘access to resources” 
including the following indicators:

 Ownership of urban plots/houses and land;
 Access to credit;
 Freedom to dispose of own income;
 Management.

Limitations:

AGDI database acknowledges the problems of collecting sex disaggregated access to 
credit data because ‘bank data’ are largely inaccessible. A way forward according to 
AGDI should be to proactively persuade the banks to capture and share such data. This, 
as the following section shows is also good for banks.

Examples of bank’s that collect sex-disaggregated data 

The experience of banks that have tracked performance of women’s loans and deposits 
shows that women clients are good for the banks’ bottom line. This has been the 
overarching experience of GEM, IFC’s partner banks in Nigeria, Malawi, Uganda and 
Tanzania (Box 8).132 The sex disaggregated data from these banks show that this 
partnership- that includes a credit line for women entrepreneurs and advisory services- 
has not only helped increase their access to a new market segment for loans but also 
increased their access to savings /deposits of women.  These banks also report lower non 
performing loans (NPLs) for women’s accounts. Hence lower monitoring and debt 
collection costs for their women borrowers. Encouraged by the emanating evidence these 
banks have undertaken their own outreach efforts aimed at potential women clients 
including among women university graduates and those in informal businesses. 

132 To address women’s collateral constraints, loans under the partnership are given against innovative collateral e.g. 
leasing finance in Tanzania and account receivables, suppliers’ credit and jewelry in Nigeria.  Furthermore, to address 
concerns of gender stereotypes and biased perceptions among loan officers that as evidence from recent enterprises 
surveys show have discouraged a large number of women borrowers from applying for loans; bank staff  were  trained. 
Similarly, GEM partnership also helped in making women ‘bankable’ through business development training and in 
dealing with loan applications (GEM, 2008)
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Similar  evidence is  also reported by members  of Global Banking Alliance for
women- a global consortium of banks that leverage the women’s market for profit as well
as for social  purposes (Box 9). GBA member banks report lower NPL’s for women’s
loans.133

133 Niethammer, 2007
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Box 8: GEM, IFC‘s Partner Banks

 “Successfully reaching the women’s market in Nigeria is key to achieving our 
retail and small business goals.”

— Aigboje Aig-Imoukhede, Managing Director, Access Bank

“Our sense was that the business case existed. But it was clear we would need to do 
things a little differently in order to reach this market and be profitable”

-  Herbert Wigwe, Access Bank’s deputy managing director.

“Through our Women in Business program we have discovered a market with pent-up 
demand and great potential.” 

— Moses Kibirige, Executive Director, dfcu Ltd.

“Lending to women entrepreneurs is part of our five-year plan to explore new areas of 
growth.”

- S. M. J. Mwambenja, Managing Director, Exim Bank, Tanzania

 “Not only is the GEM product in line with our growth strategy but it has also helped us 
unlock significant value in women owned businesses.” 

-G. Kadzakumanja, Deputy CEO, NBS Bank, Malawi

Source: GEM, IFC, 2008 & forthcoming



 Such  sex-disaggregated  data  underscore  women’s  need  for  products  beyond  micro
‘group’  loans.  They  also  correct  the  largely  held  perception  that  women’s  better
repayment rates are driven only by ‘joint liability, fear of social sanction or because they
“more risk averse in their choice of investment project than men.”134

Government’s role in tracking sex-disaggregated data

The importance of tracking sex disaggregated data and setting achievable targets 
was recently also demonstrated by a central bank and government led initiative in India. 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) directed public sector banks to disaggregate and report  

134 Sengupta and Aubochon, 2008 The Microfinance Revolution: An Overview
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Box 9: The Global Banking Alliance (GBA) For Women

GBA is a consortium of financial institutions that have successfully leveraged the women's 
market for profit. GBA members collaborate on identifying and sharing global best 
practices in the delivery of financial services to women.

GBA’s Mission:  is to accelerate the growth of women in business and creation of wealth 
while generating superior business outcomes for member financial institutions.

 GBA’s Vision: 

 Identify and share best practices

 Source and collaborate on relevant woman's market research, studies and cases 
Create forums for industry and thought leaders 

 Share collective knowledge

Members:  Both ‘Full members’, which are financial institutions (FIs) that are committed to
developing a women's market strategy for their organization and ‘Affiliates’, which are non 
FIs, centers of influence, and individuals with expertise in delivering to the women's market
(e.g. associations, NGOs, Government entities) Some examples:

Access Bank, Nigeria; Bank of America;  Bank of Ireland;  Bank of Scotland;  Commercial 
International Bank - CIB, Egypt,  dFCU,  Exim Bank,  FNB; Federation of Woman 
Entrepreneurs Associations of Nepal; Intesa SanPaolo, NBS Bank, Nordea Bank Danmark, 
Opportunity International,  RBC Centura,  RBC Royal Bank,  Standard Chartered ,  
Trapezia,  UPS,WDB Group, Westpac Bank, Women’World Banking 
 
Source: GBA, 2009



percent of credit to women within their total lending.135 This followed Indian 
government’s action plan that aimed at increasing women’s access to finance from their 
current low level of 2.36 percent in 2001 to 5 percent of aggregate net bank credit. Banks 
achieved this target in 2005. The aggregate net bank credit to women has further 
increased to 6.2% in 2008.136  To achieve the target Indian public sector banks have also 
designed special products for women (Table 3). Though the full impact of the policy 
requires further exploration, this is an important first step.137

Table 3:  Loans offered by Public Sector Banks to Women in India 

Dena Bank’s special schemes for women owned MSMEs: incentives include 5 percent  
interest rate concession; no processing fee, easy payment options and no penalty. The loan
amount is up to Rs. 500,000

State Bank of India: Stree Sakthi Package
A special loan to women owned start-ups with concessions in promoters’ margin and rate 
of interest.  No collateral for loans up to Rs. 5 00,000.

Bank of India: Priyadarshini Loan
for women’s small, village and cottage industries start ups. The loan covers the payment 
for machinery. There is one percent cut in the interest rate for loans above Rs 200,000.

Union Bank of India: Viklang MahilaVikas Yojana 
Special scheme for physically challenged women for starting their own vocations.  The 
product includes vocational training as well as financial assistance (grant) of Rs. 25,000 to
start a new vocation.
Central Bank of India: Cent Kalyani
Aimed at women entrepreneurs and women professionals.

Oriental Bank of Commerce : Orient Mahila Vikas Yojana
A special scheme for woman entrepreneurs. The loan amount is between Rs 2 00,000 and 
10, 00,000 with a two  percent concession in interest rate. Loans above Rs. 10,00,000 are 
also offered at one percent concession. Enterprises consisting of all units managed by 
women or that have 51 % woman entrepreneurs’ share are eligible for this loan. In case of 
term loans, the repayment period is up to seven years with a maximum grace period of 
twelve  months depending on the nature of the activity.

United Nations Commission on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) has made 
similar recommendations to governments and policy makers for tracking sex-
disaggregated data including on access to finance (Box 10). These recommendations are 

135 RBI, 2000
136 RBI, 2008
137 RBI currently publishes only aggregate credit to women. By making available disaggregated data by type of loan 
( e.g. SME, SHG etc.) RBI could also facilitate tracking the increase in women’s access to different types of credit and 
thus facilitate policy response to women’s differentiated credit needs.
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also in line with the Strategic Objective A3 of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action in terms of which governments were urged to provide women with access to 
savings and credit mechanisms and institutions (UN 1996) as well as the 
recommendations of UN’s committee on building inclusive financial sector, 2006.  

1.4

Implications for data collection138 

There  is  very  little  systematic  analysis  on  who  is  financially  served  in  developing
countries  and who is  not  and what  the  practical  and policy  barriers  are  to
expansion  of  access  to  finance.  There  have  been  some  recent  attempts  by
International  Financial  Institutions  (IFIs)  to  measure  and  benchmark  cross

138 This section is based on Honohan, 2004, 2008, Kumar, 2006, 2007, 2008
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BOX 10: UN Recommendations for Gender Mainstreaming and data collection

A. Recommendations at the national level
 Governments are urged to review and adapt laws and commercial regulations to

enhance women’s access to ownership and use of economic resources.
 Governments are urged to collect gender-disaggregated statistics on 

entrepreneurship and ICT in order to better evaluate the gender impact of their 
policies.

 To ensure that domestic financial institutions reach the underserved segment of
            women entrepreneurs, Governments should:

(i) Encourage commercial banks to report the composition of their loan 
portfolios by gender of client;
(ii) Support innovative financial incentives for women entrepreneurs, such as
special credit lines; and
(iii) Promote linkages between lenders and business development service 
providers to support women entrepreneurs.

B. Recommendations to the international community
 Relevant international organizations should promote training programs for bank

management and staff in order to sensitize them to the needs of women 
entrepreneurs and the potential benefits of reaching this underserved market.

 Relevant international organizations are urged to collect gender-disaggregated
statistics in their field of specialization.

 The international community is encouraged to support efforts made at the 
national level in the development of necessary infrastructure to provide rapid, 
equitable and affordable access to the Internet and ICT for women.

C. Recommendations to UNCTAD
 Mainstream gender in all areas of work, as appropriate. In doing so, a focal

point on gender should be identified in each division of UNCTAD, with the
responsibility to integrate the gender dimension in all substantive areas of the
division, without prejudice to the work of the overall coordination of the focal
point on women designated by the Secretary-General;

 Review its capacity-building programs, particularly EMPRETEC and MED 
2000, so that they are gender-sensitive and can effectively provide training and 
advice to improve women entrepreneurs’ access to finance, e-finance and 
ecommerce;

Source: Trade and Development Board, Commission on Enterprise, Business 



country differences in financial access and identify barriers to access largely
based on three different sources:

 Regulators of financial services (Supply side)
 Financial institutions    (Supply side)
 Surveys of users: individuals or households.  (Demand side)

These Cross-Country Databases based on regulators surveys enumerate prevailing levels 
of access e.g. numbers of persons with access to accounts, numbers of branches or 
ATMs. Surveys of banks have also looked at obstacles to access, by identifying the 
processes and documents needed for opening an account, costs of services, distance to 
providers, etc. Box 11 summarizes information provided in these cross-country 
databases.

These cross-country databases, however, do not capture sex-disaggregated 
data. For example the composite indicator in World Bank Finance for All dataset 
estimates the percentage of the adult population with access to an account with a financial
intermediary but this indicator is not sex-disaggregated (Annex II) 

However, as this analysis shows while regulators do not currently collect sex-
disaggregated data banks have/ or could have such information. Regulators should be
persuaded to compile sex-disaggregated data from banks. This will in turn persuade 
banks to compile such data. Given the growing recognition of financial inclusion for 
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Box 11: Cross-Country Databases Based on Different Sources: A Summary

Use of both regulators’ data and bank data is described in Kumar (2005) for a
single country (Brazil).  Beck et. al (2005) collects regulators’ data on a cross
country  basis  polling  around  100  countries.  Surveys  of  banks  have  been
undertaken prominently in Beck et. al (2006), as well as by Peachey and Roe
(2004)  and  Stone  (2005).  Honohan  (2006)  blends  savings  bank  data  with
household  data.  Surveys  of  microfinance  institutions  include  Gonzalez  and
Rosenberg  (2006);  Christen,  Rosenberg  and  Jayadeva,  (2004)  and  other
providers. 

Early household surveys, in the US, have been analyzed in Crook (2001) and
Dunham (2001). Household surveys for developing countries’ financial access
are reported in Kumar (2005, for Brazil), Basu and Srivastava (2005, for India),
Caskey, Duran and Solo (2006, for Mexico), and World Bank (2007, for Nepal)
and the Finmark Trust for many African countries. Chidzero, Ellis and Kumar
(2006) has a summary of findings. Gasparini et. al (2005) describe the use of
Living Standards surveys for measuring access and Tejerina and Westley (2007)
construct indicators based on Latin American household data. Kumar et. al blend
regulators survey data with financial institutions in 54 countries in Banking the
Poor survey. 

Source : ad verbatim Getting Finance Indicators Approach Paper, WB, 2007



inclusive growth and the need for measuring such data for increasing financial inclusion, 
this should not be difficult to achieve. Recently constituted G-20 Financial Inclusion 
Experts Group and IMF’s  project on access to finance which is a cross-country data 
compilation to support financial inclusion are two important forums to mainstream 
gender and access to finance issues. Incidentally, IMF’s access to finance pilot will 
collect/ compile data by account holders. This is expected to address the major limitation 
of providers’ surveys as discussed in section 1.3.1  

Furthermore, the World Banks’s composite indicator also draws upon data from 
household surveys such as Living Standard measurement Study (LSMS). LSMS as the 
following discussion shows collects data at the individual level which allows sex 
disaggregated analysis.  Using LSMS data, the composite indicators in future updates 
should include sex-disaggregated access indicators.

Living Standard Measurement Study (LSMS):

The Living Standards Measurement Study (LSMS)139 is a research project that 
was initiated in 1980. The program is designed to assist policy makers in their efforts to 
identify how policies could be designed and improved to positively affect outcomes in 
health, education, economic activities, housing and utilities, etc. Its objectives are to:

 improve the quality of household survey data
 increase the capacity of statistical institutes to perform household surveys
 improve the ability of statistical institutes to analyze household survey data for 

policy needs
 provide policy makers with data that can be used to understand the determinants 

of observed social and economic outcomes

The older LSMS surveys starting from 1985 collected saving and credit 
information at the household level, i.e. one person was asked about all household use of 
financial services and products.  These however did not provide complete data and it did 
not allow any analysis of male and female patterns of use. Following a review and based 
on the recommendations of ‘Designing Household Survey Questionnaires for Developing
Countries: Lessons from 15 years of Experience of the LSMS, 2000’ that data be 
collected at individual level many of the more recent surveys have collected data at 
individual level for example Bosnia 2001, Panama 2003 and 2008. LSMS data collected
at the individual level allows gender disaggregated analyses. 

At the individual level LSMS collects financial data (savings, credit, access to 
financial services).140  LSMS surveys are currently exploring ways to expand its gender 
coverage including in the focus areas:
139 LSMS: http://go.worldbank.org/WKOXNZV3X0
140 Users should check the LSMS web site (www.worldbank.org/lsms) for information on surveys that 
collect financial data.  Each LSMS questionnaire is unique, so one needs to look at each to identify what 
finance data are capture (HH measures or information linked to individuals).  The inventory of which 
LSMS have different types of information from the Survey Finder: 
http://iresearch.worldbank.org/lsms/lsmssurveyFinder.htm and can look at each questionnaire for the list of 
countries that do include the topic -- to see the specifics of the data.
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 Asset ownership across individuals in the household
 Consumption patterns across different members of the household
 Decision making
 Inheritance experiences
 Migration
 Remittances
 Time allocation - Labor 
 Household enterprise ownership and management
 De jure versus de facto headship
 Access and use of credit

These focus areas have the potential of contributing to the understanding of barriers 
as well as access and use of credit.  Other areas that could be covered are the types of 
financial institutions and loans and savings and deposit schemes women have access to 
and currently use or do not use and why. Recent technological innovation, such as, 
mobile banking in many countries have increased access to banking services to the un-
banked for example in Kenya and South Africa. LSMS modules can also include the 
impact of such services on women’s access to finance. Some countries such as South 
Africa, India and Mexico have introduced ‘Basic Banking’ or ‘No Frills’ accounts to 
increase access to finance.141 LSMS module can capture the impact of such policies on 
women’s access to finance. 

LSMS surveys could also capture the gender impact of access to finance.  Box 12 
provides a checklist of questions that could capture such impact. As Linda Mayoux, the 
author of the checklists points out “it is important to conduct a thorough contextual 
analysis rather than make assumptions about existing forms of gender inequality, to 
assess the magnitude of change, and to determine the degree to which changes are caused
by better access to financial services or by specific aspects of the services, organizational 
structure, or non-financial services rather than other contextual factors.” (Mayoux, 2008)

141 Available impact assessments of the basic banking schemes indicate mixed results (see for example 
Ramji, 2007 for the impact of the scheme in India. This study however does not track gender differences in 
access .
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Box 12: Access to finance: Impact Checklist
How far and in what ways has women’s access to financial services increased? Is there gender 
equality of opportunity?
What informal and formal financial services (such as credit, savings, insurance, and remittance 
transfers) exist in the area? Which financial services did women normally use before the intervention? 
Which ones did men normally use? What were the gender differences and reasons for any differences? 
Has access to these sources changed since the intervention? If so, what and why? Does the institution or 
intervention track gender-disaggregated data? What gender differences appear in the data with respect to
access to different financial services?
If differences exist in numbers of women and men using different financial services, what are the 
reasons for this behavior? Differences in aspirations and motivation? Explicit or implicit institutional 
gender discrimination?
How far and in what ways have rural financial services increased women’s economic
empowerment? What economic activities did women already pursue? What economic activities did 
men pursue? How were assets, income, and resources distributed within households? Did women and 
men have different degrees of access? Different degrees of control? Have financial services enabled 
women to increase incomes or production from their economic activities? To enter new and more 
profitable or productive activities? To increase assets? To decrease economic vulnerability? How far do 
women control this income or these assets? For what do women use the income? Investment in 
livelihoods? Or consumption? Has women’s market access increased? In existing markets only? In new 
markets? Has vulnerability to market fluctuations decreased?
Even if women do not use the income for their own economic activities, has their role in household 
decision making and their control over household income or assets increased?
How far and in what ways have rural financial services contributed to increased well-being for 
women and their families? What was the extent of gender inequality in well-being before? Food 
security? Health? Literacy and education? Freedom from violence? Did gender inequality with respect 
to these characteristics change significantly or only a little following the intervention? What have been 
the impacts of financial services on women’s own nutritional and food security, health, education, 
vulnerability to violence, and happiness?
What have been the impacts on the nutrition, health, education, vulnerability to violence, and happiness 
of other women household members—girls and the elderly?
What have been the impacts on the well-being of boys and men?
How far and in what ways have finance programs contributed to women’s social and
political empowerment? Did women have personal autonomy and self-confidence before the 
intervention? Did they have freedom of mobility or social and political activity? If not, in what ways 
were they limited compared to men? How far and in what ways did access to financial services or rural 
finance programs increase women’s self-confidence and personal autonomy?
How far and in what ways have financial services or rural finance programs extended and strengthened 
Women’s networks and mobility? How far and in what ways have financial services or rural finance 
programs enabled women to challenge and change unequal gender relations? In property rights? Sexual 
violence? Political participation? Other?
Source: Linda Mayoux, Gender in Agriculture, Source Book, 2008



A recent analysis of the LSMS142shows that there are currently 51 surveys covering 
30 countries (Annex III). Of these, 39 surveys (covering 25 countries) include “savings 
and borrowing” module and ‘a handful of others’ also include some savings and 
borrowing questions in other modules. The content of the module varies from survey to 
survey – reflecting local conditions, but recent surveys have contained ‘useful though 
limited information mainly about credit.”  The sample sizes range between 1500 and 
7500 (sufficient for low sampling errors on nationwide totals, but small if subgroups are 
to be examined). For instance, the 2001 survey for Bosnia interviewed 5400 households 
and included a credit module containing 13 questions including:

 how often the respondent borrowed from identified sources in the previous
12 months, together with flow and stock amounts; 

 from whom, how much and why the latest loan was obtained (and if none 
why not); 

  whether and by whom loan was refused.  

Specialized Household Survey

Specialized household surveys such as the World Bank access to finance surveys in India,
Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Nepal are also important data sources for access to finance
in these countries. However, these surveys are not always representative of the whole
country or do not  analyze  sex-disaggregated constraints  and are not consistent  across
different countries. The recent Pakistan access to finance survey conducted jointly with
FinScope however is an exception. The survey using a large representative sample track
diverse  patterns  of  access  to  financial  services  across  characteristics  such  as  age,
gender, ethnic group, and area of residence143. 

Some examples of surveys that capture sex disaggregated data:

MIX Market

 MIX collects, analyzes and benchmarks performance data on MFIs throughout the
developing world. MFI data includes outreach and impact data, financial data, 
audited financial statements in addition to general and contact information.

 Donor/Investor portfolio data details financial instruments used application and 
reporting processes, contacts and information on how to apply for investment.

 Country information offers relevant social and economic development indicators 
in addition to regulatory information.

142  Honohan, 2004 
143 Bringing Access to finance to Pakistan’s Poor, 2009
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MIX also includes benchmark data on the performance of microfinance institutions 
around the globe. MIX outreach indicators also capture percentage of women 
borrowers (Annex IV).  There are however limitations to this self reported data. The 
MIX MARKET thus does not guarantee the reliability or accuracy of the information 
posted on the site even though it follows a quality control system to validate the 
information:

 MFIs and investors verify the information they post 
 The MIX MARKET reviews the information for coherence and consistency 
 MFIs and investors then update their information as per market standards (bi-

yearly or yearly basis) or their profiles become inactive

Individual Surveys:

Two approaches for sex disaggregated analysis on access could be: one where 
ideally data is collected for the entire population, male and female, applying the usual 
principles of representativeness. Segregation by sex should be at the stage of data 
analysis.  This, as in the case of LSMS, would also allow to have a yardstick for what one
finds and isolate the effects of gender.  An alternative could be a data collection for 
example of a clearly identified group such as female heads of households, main female 
member in a household or any other - randomly selected female above 18 in a household 
etc.144  FinScope survey and NHS surveys are examples of the two approaches i.e. 
individual and specialized surveys respectively. 

FinScope Survey,145 launched by FinMark Trust, a multi-country effort to 
measure access comes close to the individual survey based on data of individual’s access 
to a wide range of financial services. The survey has so far extended to eleven African 
countries: Botswana (2004), Kenya (2006), Lesotho (Pilot 2003), Namibia (2004), 
Nigeria (2008), Rwanda (2008), South Africa (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007), Swaziland (Pilot
2003), Tanzania (2006), Uganda (2006) and Zambia (2005) and also to  Pakistan (2008). 
Preparations are being made for surveys in Ghana, Malawi and Mozambique. The sample
size varies from 1200 adults in Botswana and Namibia to 21000 adults in Nigeria. The 
exact sampling approach differs from country to country. Most surveys involved 
stratified multi-stage random sampling (Honohan, 2009)146

These surveys, carried out between 2003 and 2008, represent an important step 
forward in the range and detail of information collected from a representative sample of 
individual users of financial services in these primarily low income countries. Thus, for 
each country surveyed, information is collected on:

 the different types of financial product used; 
 the types – and in some cases the identity – of financial service providers 

used; 

144 Anjali  Kumar, email communication
145 This analysis draws from Honohan 2008, 20009
146 For details of survey methodologies etc see Finscope website http://www.finscope.co.za
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 reasons for not using the different services (or for discontinuing use); 
 awareness of different types of financial product and different providers.

The questions asked are not exactly the same for each country “but there is 
enough commonality between the surveys to allow quite a degree of cross-country 
comparison in regard to this dimension of the survey.”  The FinScope surveys “greatly 
expand the information available on the use of financial services by individuals ’in 
different economic circumstances and with different  psychographic profiles, as well as 
about their views on financial services and financial service providers. Nine explanatory 
variables are employed. In addition to age, gender, education and income. FinScope 
survey coverage is nationally representative and reflects both rural and urban as well as 
gender access to finance issues” (Honohan, 2009).

National Family Health Survey-3 (NHFS-3), measures Demographic and Health 
Surveys (DHS) data. For some countries DHS include a module of additional questions 
on women's status and empowerment. The DHS Women’s Status Module Indicators 
include asset ownership, control over money for different purposes; knowledge and use 
of micro-credit programs. Recent NFHS-3 India for example captures women’s 
access and usage of financial resources (Annex V). The questions included in the 
module are: whether they have any money of their own that they alone can decide how to
use and whether they have a bank or savings account that they themselves use (Annex 
VI). Women were also asked about their knowledge and use of micro-credit and similar 
programs in the area. These data provide a wealth of information on women’s access to 
finance (Box 13). Similar data on women’s access to and awareness of SME and 
other financial products currently being designed by commercial banks should also 
be included in future analysis.
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Box 13:   National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3): Key Findings

Overall, 45 percent of all women age 15-49 in the India survey say that they 
have some money that they can use; 15 percent have a bank or savings account that they
themselves use; 39 percent know of a program that gives money to women to start or 
expand a business of their own; and only 4 percent of all women have ever taken a loan 
from such a program. 

All four of these indicators generally increase with age, are higher for women 
who are employed for cash than women who are not employed or not employed for 
cash, and are higher for formerly married women than for never marred or currently 
married women. Notably, 7 percent of formerly married women have ever taken a loan 
to start or expand a business, compared with 5 percent of currently married women and 
1 percent of never married women. All four indicators are lower for women belonging 
to the scheduled tribes, compared with other women. 
Source: NHF3, 2008



Enterprise surveys 

 Enterprise Surveys collect information about the business environment, how it is 
perceived by individual firms, how it changes over time, and about the various 
constraints to firm performance and growth.147 The enterprise surveys provide empirical 
evidence on male and female entrepreneurs. These have recently added additional 
questions on the owner and manager. These provide precise identification on evidence on
women as a decision maker. Using data from the enterprise survey a recent paper 
analyzes constraints in access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Nigeria148. 

There are however limitation to the enterprise survey data

The enterprise survey captures information on established enterprises therefore 
the data does not allow analysis on the process of start ups, where the gender differences 
may be more pronounced. However, ‘as these surveys include data on informal micro-
enterprises, it allows some analysis on sex-disaggregated constraints’ (Bardasi, 2008).

1.4.1 Conceptual Framework for Sex –disaggregated Data collection

 Based on the above discussion the following conceptual framework for sex-
disaggregated data collection on access to finance is presented as a way forward:149

As a first step IFI access to finance databases should collect sex-disaggregated data 
and compile sex-disaggregated indicators comparable across countries. Table 6 
provides a list of possible indicators that will facilitate such compilations. Examples 
of cross country databases based on data collected from providers (central bank’s 
supervisory authorities and banks surveys or/and the household surveys) include the 
IMF’ International Financial Statistics (IFS) and World bank’s finance for all 
database. Sex-disaggregated data collection for these databases and outputs based 
on these should be prioritized:

The composite indicator that represents the percentage of adult population with access to 
a financial intermediary in a country in the WORLD BANK dataset should be sex-
disaggregated to indicate percentage of adult men and women with access to a financial 
intermediary. Household surveys such as the LSMS that allow gender analysis as well as 
recent specialized access to finance surveys (e.g. Pakistan) would facilitate this. Future 
specialized access to finance surveys should collect data/information that allow analysis 
by gender.  Annex VII summarizes potential data sources that facilitate such sex-
disaggregated compilation and analysis.  Governments and  central bank’s should also 
support the IFI’s efforts by closing the gap in their national data collection and by sharing
data that are broadly comparable across countries and  updating such data  every few 

147 Enterprise Surveys: http://www.enterprisesurveys.org/
148 Informal sector surveys have generally introduced this question in their investigation, in the form of use or not of
credit at the creation of the enterprise, but also for current use of credit. It is then necessary to compile the information
by sex of the entrepreneur. 
149 This is based on the conceptual framework developed in Honohan, 2004
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years.  Recommendations made by the different UN forums to governments should be 
prioritized and implemented by the governments. Table 4 provides a list of possible 
indicators.

Recently announced IMF ‘Project on Access to Finance’ should collect and 
disseminate sex-disaggregated data on access to finance. IMF’s project on access to 
finance would collect data on geographical and demographical outreach of financial 
services. These financial access indicators and accompanying metadata will be 
disseminated on the IMF web site after data reporting by countries has been established 
on a regular basis. The data reporting system is expected to be in place in the first half of 
2010.  These will however be aggregate data. The access to finance project is an 
opportunity for mainstreaming gender related access to finance issues and for sex-
disaggregated data collection. Gender Action Plan (GAP)/DECDG should take 
urgent action to facilitate this.

Table 4:  Possible National Indicators
Category Indicator Sources
Payments % of men, women, households with 

transactions accounts, payments cards; total 
number of transactions accounts, payments 
cards in system.

Household surveys; 
Provider* surveys

Savings 
mobilization

% of men, women, households with savings 
accounts; total number of deposit accounts.

Household surveys; 
Provider surveys

Allocation of
funds

(i) % aggregate net bank credit to 
women

(ii) % of men and women, households 
with residential mortgage; other 
borrowings in last year (flow, stock); 

(iii) % of male and female owned 
enterprises (including informal  
enterprises) with borrowings from 
formal financial intermediaries; 

(iv) % of male and female owned 
enterprises reporting credit refusal in 
last year or discouraged borrower.

(v) % non-per150forming loans 
disaggregated by sex and product 
type.

(vi) % of loans in litigation disaggregated
by sex

Providers Surveys

Household surveys; 
Enterprise surveys

Monitoring Sex-disaggregated coverage of credit Providers surveys151, 
150 Based on Honohan, 2004
151 Many central banks have mandated licensed banks and licensed MFI  participation in the public registry. This data 
should  also be collected sex-disaggregated and can be an important source for such information. Countries such as the 
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Category Indicator Sources
users registries. Including MFI participation in 

credit registry
Expert surveys

Transforming
risk

% of men, women, households with life; 
motor; household, health insurance.

Household surveys

Barriers

Cost (i) All-in cash cost of maintaining 
standard transactions account (lowest
quartile of intermediaries); 

(ii) Cost of standard internal retail 
payment; Cost of standard 
international remittance from 
relevant source country; 

(iii) % of households more than one hour 
traveling distance from a bank branch
by public transport.

Provider surveys;   
Expert surveys.

No. Type  of 
documents

(i) Spouse  ( only husbands) signature for
loans, remittance transfer

(ii) Mandated joint account for women

(iii) Husband’s credit history

Provider surveys

Mystery shopping

Governments should facilitate baseline data collection as well as annual updates.  
One of the key messages of the UN Committee on Building Inclusive Financial Sector , 
2006 was that ‘governments have a vital role to play in ensuring data collection and 
reporting on financial access and usage.’ Given that women in many developing 
countries are a largely untapped potential, governments should facilitate sex-
disaggregated data collection. For example, an Indian government led initiatives led 
India’s central bank RBI to track sex-disaggregated access data.  RBI also publishes sex-
disaggregated data on number of accounts (Annex VIII).   Governments should also 
conduct household surveys that specifically capture information about men’s and 
women’s access to financial services. As part of its financial inclusion initiative FDIC 
recently conducted a nation-wide household survey. The regional, ethnic, income and 
gender differences in financial inclusion revealed by the survey will be used by FDIC to 
increase financial inclusion by targeting strategies at the excluded (FDIC, 2009).  The 
recently launched G-20 “Financial Inclusion Experts Group” is an opportunity to 
generate awareness of gender issues in access to finance and the importance of sex-
disaggregated data for drawing attention to women’s lower access levels among policy 
makers.

US have barred sex-disaggregated data collection. Based on early research that women are discriminated in credit 
markted US enacted the Equal Credit Opportunity Act, 1974  to protect  women from any discrimination. Evidence 
from recent  research, however, suggests that this practice  may be prejudicial to women, who are more likely to repay 
loans than men (Bostic and Calem,2003
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Other databases such as the MIX Market database should also in addition to 
percentage of women ‘borrowers’ compile sex-disaggregated data for other 
products and services as well as overall performance. For example, number of women
voluntary depositor’s and amount of women’s voluntary deposits. 

Financial Institutions should also be persuaded to track sex-disaggregated data on, 
loans, non-performing loans, as well as savings and other products services. As this 
analysis shows this will help financial institutions recognize the business case of 
increasing outreach to women. 
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Source: AGDI, 2004
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Annex II: Composite Measure of Access to Financial Services

Source: Finance For All, WORLD BANK, 2008

Annex III: LSMS 
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Date of the survey

2002
1996
2001

1996/97
2001

1995 &
 1997

1988
1998

1998/99
152

2000
1992/93
1997/98

2000
1997
1996
1998
1991
1996

1998-99
1991
1997
1994

1994/95
1992
1993
1999

1997-98

Sample size

3600
4920
5402
4940
2500
780
1600
5801
5998
7940
5340
2250
2880
2020
1996
2979
3323
3373
4209
4800
5614
3500

36000
6500
9000
2000
5994

Loan or credit-related 
questions

Did you borrow in the past 
12 months?

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Sources of the credit? * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Main reason for borrowing? * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

How much did you borrow? * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

What kind of documents 
needed to get the loan?

* *

How much of the loan still 
outstanding?

* * * * * * * * * * * *

How much loan commission? * * * * *

The time taken to obtain 
loan?

* *

Payment schedule or 
maturity?

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

Annual interest rate and for 
how long?

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

Collateral or guarantee 
provided?

* * * * * * * * *

Loans from private 
individuals and how much?

* * * * * * * * * * *

How often borrow from 
friends, others or banks?

* * *

How much do you think your
family could borrow?

*

Were you refused a loan 
during the last 12 months?

* * *

Why was the loan refused? * *

Why did you not attempt to 
borrow? 

* * * *

Distance to lenders * * * * *

Purchase on credit (where, 
for what products, deposits, 
guarantees, interest)

* * *

Mortgage related questions *

152 Also,
 Ghana LSMS 2005-06
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Savings and deposits-
related 
questions

Did you save in the past 12 
months?

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Total amount of savings held 
by your household? 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Where did you save it? * * * * * * * *

Interest  from saving 
accounts

* * * * * *

Distance from your home to 
the place of deposit?

*

Money taken from savings * * *

What is the main reason for 
not saving money?

*

Source: Honohan, 2004

Annex IV:  MIX Market Indicators

OUTREACH INDICATORS  
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Number of Active Borrowers Number of borrowers with loans 
outstanding, adjusted for standardized 
write-offs

Percent of Women Borrowers Number of active women borrowers/ 
Adjusted Number of Active Borrowers

Number of Loans Outstanding Number of loans outstanding, adjusted for 
standardized write-offs

Gross Loan Portfolio Gross Loan Portfolio, adjusted for 
standardized write-offs

Average Loan Balance per Borrower Adjusted Gross Loan Portfolio/ Adjusted 
Number of Active Borrowers

Average Loan Balance per Borrower/ GNI 
per Capita

Adjusted Average Loan Balance per 
Borrower/ GNI per Capita

Average Outstanding Balance Adjusted Gross Loan Portfolio/ Adjusted 
Number of Loans Outstanding

Average Outstanding Balance/ GNI per 
Capita

Adjusted Average Outstanding Balance/ 
GNI per Capita

Number of Voluntary Depositors Number of depositors with voluntary 
deposit and time deposit accounts

Number of Voluntary Deposit Accounts Number of voluntary deposit and time 
deposit accounts

Voluntary Deposits Total value of voluntary deposit and time 
deposit accounts

Average Deposit Balance per Depositor Voluntary Deposits/ Number of Voluntary 
Depositors

Average Deposit Account Balance Voluntary Depositors/ Number of 
Voluntary Deposit Accounts

Source: MIX Market

Annex V: Women’s Access to Money and Credit
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Source: Macrointernational, 2009

Annex VI:  NHFS-3 Questionnaire
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Source: Macrointernational, 2009

ANNEX VII: Data Sources
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Type Data source Sex-disaggregated data
Household 
surveys

LSMS:  Twenty-five of the countries covered 
by the internationally harmonized standard 
LSMS surveys conducted over the past 
twenty years included a modest component 
on financial access.

LSMS web site (www.worldbank.org/lsms) 

The survey includes 
questions on access. 
LSMS data are 
collected at the 
individual level since 
1991 which allows 
gender disaggregated 
analyses 

General 
Household 
Surveys

National surveys:  e.g. DHS Some recent surveys 
have collected sex-
disaggregated financial
info e.g. India

Stand Alone 
access to 
finance 
surveys

1. WORLD BANK (Brazil, India, Colombia, 
Mexico, Romania, Nepal and in
Southern Africa etc.)

2. World Bank’s
Investment Climate enterprise surveys
(http://rru.worldbank.org/InvestmentClimate/)

3. Enterprise Surveys, WORLD BANK 
http://www.enterprisesurveys.org/

1.Household, not sex 
disaggregated

2 Recent ICA reports 
cover data/ issues of 
women entrepreneurs 
access to finance  

3. Captures enterprise 
credit constraints  
(including access to 
finance) by gender

Provider 
surveys and 
administrative
records

1. Information published by providers

2. Published information for specialized 
MFIs: CGAP database and MIX MARKET
(http://www.mixmarket.org/): A large cross-
country panel database of financial and 
operational information for over 200 
microfinance firms

3. Provider surveys :information from the 

1.No153 Largely 
aggregate data, India is
a known exception

2. Percent of women 
borrowers of total 
borrowers (MIX 
Market a cross country
database)
.

3. Access data not sex 

153 Caveate: provider information on the number of accounts: the same individual, household or enterprise 
may have multiple deposit or loan accounts whether within a single intermediary or with many 
intermediaries.  Furthermore, inactive accounts may not always be closed.
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Type Data source Sex-disaggregated data
regulator and from providers; Branching/ 
ATM info, etc. (e.g. Banking the Poor, and cf 
Beck, Demirgüç-Kunt and Martinez Peria, 
2005).

4. IFS, IMF, Finance For All, Financial 
Inclusion, CGAP 

disaggregated

4. Not sex-
disaggregated

Micro studies Impact studies:

-Earlier impact studies (caveate, selection 
bias)

-Recent and forthcoming studies addresses 
selction bias  e.g. IFMR India’s study on 
Sapanda

-Anthropological financial diary studies, 
pioneered by Rutherford (2000), which 
provide invaluable data for understanding the 
actual solutions found by poor people 
excluded from the formal financial sector.

Many MFIs whose 
impact have been 
studied have largely 
women borrowers

Spandana borrowers 
are 100%women

Household

Expert 
surveys

Doing Business Getting finance 
indicator (i) 
information on access 
to women
(ii) Credit Bureau data 
in 2009 but 
discontinued
(iii)Gender law library 
to capture impact on 
women of laws that 
restrict women’s 
access

Annex VIII:  RBI: Sex Disaggregated Commercial bank Credit
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Source: RBI, 2008
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