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PART I
Designing Inclusive FinTech Strategies: A Systematic Review of Socio-Cultural Determinants of Women’s Adoption and Financial Empowerment in South Asia

Abstract
Purpose
This research intends to systematically examine and synthesize current literature regarding the socio-cultural factors influencing FinTech adoption among women in South Asia, and to evaluate the downstream effects of that adoption on income, enterprise activity, and household bargaining power.
Design/methodology/approach
Following the PRISMA 2020 framework, a rigorous systematic literature review (SLR) was executed across two primary databases: Web of Science (n = 86) and Scopus (n=51). Employing a four-block Boolean search strategy, 137 initial records were screened against strict inclusion/exclusion criteria, yielding 43 peer-reviewed studies for thematic synthesis. The review integrates Technology Acceptance Frameworks (TAM/UTAUT) (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003) with Kabeer’s (1999) multi-dimensional Resources-Agency-Achievements framework via a structured Context-Intervention-Mechanism-Outcome (CIMO) logic. A systematic quality evaluation was conducted with Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) alongside Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) framework. 
Findings
Patriarchal household authority, differential digital literacy, and low platform-level trust consistently constrain women's autonomous use of FinTech, even where account registration is comparatively high. Positive livelihood outcomes and economic optimization are highly conditional; they are most pronounced when adoption is explicitly paired with socially embedded support structures or group-based financial safety nets.
Principal Contributions to knowledge
This review establishes a theoretically integrated explanatory model of the adoption-to-empowerment pathway. By bridging individualistic behaviourist theories with feminist political economy, it resolves a critical fracture in the literature, demonstrating that digital financial inclusion cannot bypass localized gender hierarchies without intentional, structural interface re-engineering.

Practical Implications
These findings provide an actionable strategic playbook for FinTech platform designers, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and policymakers. The study moves industry practice away from superficial account-opening metrics toward interventions that structurally address shared-device dynamics, localized mobility restrictions, and humanic-cue trust architectures.
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1. Introduction and Research Rationale
Financial Technology (FinTech) has altered global fiscal delivery through mobile banking and digital payment architectures (Gomber et al., 2017). In South Asia, these innovations drastically reduce transaction costs, allowing service providers across Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan to capture vast consumer markets (Pazarbasioglu et al., 2020). Within this expansion, women represent one of the largest underserved customer segments. Nevertheless, Global Findex statistics indicate a lasting gender gap in mobile money account ownership across the region (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018). Consequently, FinTech platforms are frequently positioned by policymakers and development agencies as liberating vehicles capable of expanding female capital access and economic agency (World Bank, 2022).
This regional growth trajectory is not merely a matter of infrastructure roll-out; it intersects with deeply entrenched social structures that determine who within a household ultimately controls a digital financial instrument. South Asia records the widest mobile internet gender gap of any world region at 32%, and its mobile money account ownership gender gap stood at 59% as of 2024, still the largest of any region globally despite recent narrowing (GSMA, 2025). This disparity is compounded by variable literacy rates, uneven agent-network density, and religiously and culturally inflected norms governing female mobility and independent economic activity, several of which are documented later in this review. Understanding whether, and how, FinTech genuinely reconfigures these dynamics, rather than simply digitising existing patriarchal control, is therefore both an academically underserved question and a matter of immediate practical consequence for the firms, NGOs, and governments seeking to serve this market.
Despite optimistic narratives, which Ozili (2020) argues frequently overstate the benefits of digital finance for the poorest and most excluded populations, female adoption rates remain consistently lower than men across South Asia. Furthermore, where adoption occurs, livelihood outcomes are highly asymmetric, volatile, and mediated by non-technological variables (Kabeer, 2020; Kulkarni and Ghosh, 2021). Paradoxically, FinTech providers and policymakers continue to evaluate inclusion through superficial metrics like gross account registration. As Kabeer (2020) observes, these metrics fail to measure autonomous control. In practice, patriarchal norms governing resource ownership, restricted mobility, low digital literacy, and male surveillance constrain how and, on whose terms, women engage with technology (Dey and Majumder, 2024; Ibtasam et al., 2017). A parallel Indian study by Showkat, Nagina and Nori (2025) reinforces this account-access/agency divergence, finding that formal financial inclusion indicators correlate only weakly with women's self-reported economic empowerment once household decision-making autonomy is measured directly.
However, evidence regarding digital inclusion is not uniformly negative. A growing body of empirical literature documents successful digital adoption under specific structural conditions. For example, Suri and Jack (2016) demonstrate that direct digital salary disbursements significantly enhance female autonomy and household healthcare expenditure in India by bypassing intermediary gatekeepers. Broader empirical research indicates that when digital financial platforms provide secure, private access to accounts, women are better positioned to manage personal resources, increase savings, and strengthen household bargaining power (Hendriks, 2019). Positive economic outcomes are thus not inherently impossible; rather, they are contingent upon platform design.
Prior academic scholarship has attempted to investigate these dynamics, but it remains heavily fragmented. While Roy and Patro’s (2022) systematic review provides a comprehensive framework for general financial inclusion linkages, it fails to isolate FinTech systems or map the specific socio-cultural mechanisms that drive divergent household welfare outcomes. Furthermore, existing literature struggles to explain why state initiatives (e.g., Digital India or Digital Bangladesh) fail to convert nominal accounts into autonomous usage (Kulkarni and Ghosh, 2021; Sumi et al., 2025). Such explanatory limitations are largely attributable to the heavy dependence on classic adoption paradigms, notably Technology Acceptance Model or TAM (Davis, 1989) and Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology or UTAUT (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Formulated within Western organizational settings, these models operate on the premise of an independent actor with exclusive personal ownership of technology. In South Asia, patriarchal, shared-device household ecosystems, where handsets are controlled by male relatives and transactions are audited, these classical frameworks break down. They incorrectly treat non-adoption as individual preference or perceived difficulty, ignoring external structural coercion (Ibtasam et al., 2017; Kulkarni and Ghosh, 2021). Within the strategic management standpoint, this analytical blind spot represents a critical failure in risk mitigation, consumer experience design, and market penetration strategy.

To resolve these strategic and empirical blind spots, this systematic literature review deploys a robust Context-Intervention-Mechanism-Outcome (CIMO) architecture (Denyer et al., 2008). By combing Kabeer’s (1999) Resources–Agency–Achievements (RAA) schema with technology acceptance models, this study explains how macro-social constraints filter micro-level user agency, establishing an actionable strategic playbook for platform engineering (Chauhan et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2023).









2. Research Framework: Aim, Objectives and Questions 

Aim: The purpose of the study is to critically evaluate and synthesize evidence on the socio-cultural components that facilitate or restrict adoption and autonomous utilization of FinTech services in South Asian women.

Objectives: The study pursues three interrelated objectives: 
 
i. To recognize the socio-cultural components concerning women’s FinTech adoption in South Asia region.
ii. To synthesize existing literature on the impacts of that adoption on the livelihoods, across income generation, enterprise activity, and household bargaining power on women.
iii. To critically evaluate existing empirical gaps and formulate a strategic framework for future corporate product design, NGO intervention, and public policy.

Research Questions: Three core research questions form the foundation of this study:

i. What socio-cultural factors most consistently predict or inhibit FinTech adoption among women in South Asia? 
ii. To what extent, and through what mechanisms, does FinTech adoption translate into measurable improvements in women's livelihoods in this region? 
iii. How can FinTech providers design more inclusive strategies that dismantle socio-cultural barriers to sustained female engagement?


3. Literature Review and Theoretical/Conceptual Framework

3.1 Empirical Synthesis: Landscape, Determinants, and Outcomes 
Emerging development scholarship positions Digital Financial Services (DFS), including mobile money, digital lending, agent banking, as critical instruments for gender-inclusive development (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018). Nevertheless, regional empirical data uncovers an acute divergence between account access and autonomous control, consistent with broader regional findings that financial inclusion policy has not translated into economic empowerment of women across South Asia (Aziz et al., 2022).
In Bangladesh, Dey and Majumder (2024) show that only 14.8% of 12,000 plus surveyed women adopted mobile banking; where adoption is heavily reliant upon household asset ownership and male partner education. This is coherent with wider regional facts that financial inclusive policy has not fully translated into economic empowerment of women across South Asia (Aziz et al., 2022), and echoes findings that gender remains a contributing factor of financial inclusion in rural India even after controlling for other socioeconomic factors (Kaur and Kapuria, 2020). 
More recent econometric evidence reinforces this asymmetry: Alom et al. (2025) find that mobile banking, agent banking, etc. exert a substantial positive stimulus on women entrepreneurship, while women's employment and empowerment simultaneously drive further digital finance uptake, a bidirectional relationship that reinforces the case against treating account access as a one-way empowerment lever.
Scott et al. (2021) observe that patriarchal norms restrict female phone usage through male device ownership, low-quality handsets, limited digital skills, and domestic time constraints in rural areas of central India. In Pakistan, Reynolds et al. (2023) and Mustafa et al. (2019) document severe digital gender gaps where operational usage is hindered by institutional gatekeeping, male-dominated retail cash-in/cash-out (CICO) agent networks and mobility restrictions rooted in purdah norms. Similarly, a related qualitative study (Ibtasam et al., 2018) finds that financial decision-making capacity of Pakistani women is systematically filtered through male relatives, even when women nominally hold the account.
Regarding downstream outcomes, evidence is highly contested. Asongu and Nwachukwu (2018) confirm that gender inequality dampens the macro-level poverty-reducing benefits of mobile banking across 93 developing nations. Conversely, positive outcomes emerge when digital access is paired with targeted support; Swamy (2014) highlights gender-differentiated savings growth, while Koomson et al. (2020) establish that financial learning programs unlock genuine economic agency.
3.2 Critical Synthesis: Convergence, Divergence, and Methodological Patterns
Evaluating the literature reveals strong convergence on baseline disparities, but sharp divergence regarding exact explanatory mechanisms. Econometric analyses across India (Kaur and Kapuria, 2020), Bangladesh (Sumi et al., 2025), and Pakistan (Mustafa et al., 2019) agree that a persistent gender gap in active usage remains after controlling for income and literacy. This cross-border econometric consistency confirms that the barrier is structurally socio-cultural rather than purely financial. Chowdhury et al. (2023) reach the same conclusion in rural Bangladesh specifically, finding that trust and perceived risk, not infrastructure availability, are the binding constraints on adoption.
However, academic disagreement is concentrated on which socio-cultural variable exercises the dominant inhibitory effect. Dey and Majumder (2024) argue that wealth effects vanish once individual education and occupation are controlled, positioning human capital as the primary driver. Conversely, Sumi et al. (2025) assert that direct male surveillance over transaction alerts is the dominant inhibitor, while Kulkarni and Ghosh (2021) attribute the gap to self-reported digital anxiety. Hoque et al. (2024) also find that social and enabling condition variables within TAM/UTAUT models operate differently across genders, reinforcing the persistence of a fintech gender gap even where formal access barriers have been removed.
Complementing this, Rasheduzzaman et al. (2025) apply structural equation modelling to 300 mobile payment users in Bangladesh, confirm perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use significantly predict adoption attitude, but that gender exerts a significant moderating effect across this pathway. This confirms that behavioural-model constructs alone cannot explain the persistence of the gap without accounting for gendered socio-cultural mediators.
This analytical divergence is directly explained by methodological trade-offs and research designs:
• Large-scale quantitative panels (Dey and Majumder, 2024; Ghosh and Vinod, 2017) capture macro-level socioeconomic correlations like education but are incapable of observing day-to-day account manipulation.
• Qualitative and ethnographic field designs (Ibtasam et al., 2017; Scott et al., 2021) directly capture intra-household proxy operations, yet suffer from narrow, geographically constrained samples that limit statistical transferability. More recent rural qualitative work (Roy et al., 2024) confirms this pattern, finding that women's MFS adoption in Bangladesh is shaped as much by household negotiation dynamics as by service availability.
• Experimental and user-testing designs (Lee et al., 2021) report highly positive adoption metrics when privacy sub-wallets or iconographic interfaces are introduced. However, these studies evaluate short-term interventions in controlled environments, failing to measure long-term household power shifts or commercial viability (Jack and Suri, 2014; Sumi et al., 2025).
Table 1: Thematic, Methodological, and Geographic Gap Summary
	Theme
	Maturity
	Dominant Methods & Geography Coverage
	Identified Gap

	Gender gap in account ownership
	Mature
	Cross-sectional household surveys; India, Bangladesh, Pakistan.
	Nepal and Sri Lanka are severely unrepresented.

	Patriarchal control over accounts
	Mature
	Mixed-methods interviews and field-tracking; Bangladesh, Pakistan.
	Longitudinal impact on agency unmeasured.

	Technology acceptance 
	Emerging
	Survey-based structural models; India, Pakistan, Bangladesh.
	Ignores shared-device dynamics and coercion.

	Group-based social capital savings 
	Emerging
	Programme evaluations, cash-plus literature; cross-country comparisons.
	Few South-Asia-specific studies; over-generalised from Sub-Saharan Africa.

	Household bargaining dynamics
	Under-researched
	Cross-sectional, correlational studies; India, Bangladesh.
	No experimental/quasi-experimental study to isolate causal FinTech effects.


Source: The Author.
3.3 Rationale for Theoretical Combination and Empirical Synthesis
3.3.1 Deconstruction of Behavioural Models in Patriarchal Contexts
Conventional adoption models, such as TAM and UTAUT, presume that individuals operate with full autonomy when making decisions. However, these linear models fail in patriarchal settings across South Asia, where technology use is shaped by household structures.
Standard models assume users act autonomously, but in South Asian households, digital adoption is mediated by male relatives (Hoque et al., 2024). Features that normally lower friction, such as simplified interfaces, can increase risk in shared-device households by making financial actions easily monitorable by male family members. Furthermore, perceived utility is evaluated against social norms; a tool that yields financial returns may still be rejected if it breaches norms of female seclusion (purdah) or causes domestic conflict.
Shared handsets also create a barrier. When a device is shared, women rarely hold administrative control, leaving security alerts and balances visible to male owners. Without privacy features, this exposure can lead to account takeovers or forced fund diversion. Finally, social influence often acts as a form of policing rather than peer recommendation, penalizing women who interact independently with male financial agents or handle private money.
3.3.2 Kabeer’s Resources-Agency-Achievements (RAA) Schema
To address these limitations, this study utilizes Kabeer’s (1999) RAA schema where empowerment is viewed as a process moving from material resources to agency, and finally to socio-economic achievements.
• Resources: Pre-conditions, such as digital infrastructure, mobile phones, biometric identification, and proximity to financial access points.
• Agency: The core process of defining goals and acting upon them, such as strategic financial decision-making, autonomous transaction execution, and negotiating household resource allocation.
• Achievements: Tangible outcomes resulting from agency, such as economic security, asset accumulation, and rebalanced household decision-making.
Structural friction occurs when resources fail to translate into agency. For example, a woman may receive a digital wallet (Resource), but a spouse demands the credentials, blocking her agency. Alternatively, agency may not lead to achievements if external market restrictions prevent her from scaling a micro-enterprise.
3.3.3 Empirical Synthesis of South Asian Evidence
The literature reveals four primary thematic domains governing female FinTech adoption in South Asia:
i. Patriarchal Surveillance and Shared Devices: While mobile penetration has grown, the operational gap of having unrestricted and private control over a device remains wide. Shared hardware and SMS-based alerts allow male household members to monitor accounts continuously. In state programs like India's PMJDY or Pakistan's Ehsaas, women frequently surrender control or PINs to male relatives. To counter this surveillance, women utilize hidden sub-balances and discrete transaction logs when platforms permit them.

ii. Digital Literacy and Interface Friction: Text-heavy interfaces and non-native languages create cognitive load and transaction anxiety for low-literacy users. When independent execution becomes difficult, women resort to family or agent mediation, which often leads to privacy loss, overcharging, or fraud. Implementing voice-guided regional prompts and iconographic menus significantly improves completion rates and reduces reliance on proxies.

iii. Agent Networks and Spatial Mobility: Cultural norms frequently restrict female spatial mobility, preventing women from traveling alone to market centres where Cash-In/Cash-Out (CICO) agents are located. Furthermore, male-dominated agent networks create cultural discomfort and privacy concerns under norms of purdah. Deploying female agents (Bank Sakhis) bypasses these mobility barriers, increases trust, and lowers dormancy rates.

iv. Socio-Religious and Institutional Frameworks: Religious values heavily influence financial behaviours. In Muslim-majority settings, standard interest-bearing products often trigger religious objections regarding Riba. Sharia-compliant digital wallets and fee-based micro-savings increase uptake among conservative demographics. Additionally, simplified biometric KYC rules and Direct Benefit Transfers (DBT) act as critical onboarding drivers, though accessible cash-out points are required to prevent immediate cash withdrawals.

Table 2: Synthesis Summary
	Domain
	Key Structural Barriers
	Intervener Dynamics
	Theoretical Outcome (RAA Lens)

	Patriarchal and Household
	Shared devices, male PIN control, domestic surveillance.
	Discrete UI design, hidden sub-balances, biometric authentication.
	Resource  Agency: Protects user privacy for autonomous decisions.

	Interface and Digital Capability
	Text-heavy interfaces, non-native languages, complex user journeys.
	Voice-guided prompts, iconographic menus, sandbox environments.
	Resource  Agency: Lowers cognitive friction and proxy reliance.

	Agent and Spatial Mobility
	Public market placement, male agent dominance, mobility restrictions.
	Deployment of female agents (Bank Sakhis), doorstep services.
	Resource  Agency: Bypasses mobility constraints and privacy fears.

	Institutional and Regulatory
	Strict KYC, interest-bearing products conflicting with Riba.
	Tiered biometric KYC, Sharia-compliant products, DBT integration.
	Agency  Achievement: Translates platform access into long-term security.



3.3.4 Beyond Resources: Mapping Customer Experience Cues to Kabeer’s Empowerment Framework
Moving from generic utility, Padma Kiran and Vedala (2025) prove that platform trust and add-on services directly determine usage longevity. Zhang et al. (2023) confirm that data safety and system trust jointly drive adoption intentions, while Sumi et al. (2025) show that gender significantly moderates how trust constructs translate into interface usage. Standardizing these dimensions, Chauhan et al. (2022) categorise customer experience into:
1. Functional Cues: Security, transaction speed, reliability.
2. Mechanic Cues: Visual design, navigability, audio/iconographic interfaces.
3. Humanic Cues: Agent network interactions, customer service responsiveness.

When mapped onto Kabeer’s (1999) framework, standard FinTech interventions focus exclusively on 'Resources' (functional cues/gross account creation) while ignoring 'Agency' (mechanic and humanic cues). Without agency-enabling design, digital tools fail to yield genuine economic achievements.


Figure 1: Conceptual Model for Study Analysis 
	CONTEXT (C): Macro/Meso Socio-Cultural and Institutional Architecture

	Patriarchal Household
surveillance 
	Digital literacy gap and device access
	Mobility restrictions
and Low institutional trust
	Socio-religious Heterogeneity

	▼Shapes adoption intention via TAM / UTAUT constructs▼

	INTERVENTION (I): FinTech Deployment and Adoption Artifacts

	Perceived
Usefulness
	Effort
Expectancy
	Ecosystem Provider Constraints
	Core Business 
Model Logics

	▼Filtered through Kabeer’s Resources–Agency–Achievements schema▼

	MECHANISM (M): Generative Cognitive and Structural Pathways

	RESOURCES
  Functional Cues and Platform Trust
	AGENCY
Mechanic, Humanic Cues and Add-on services
	ACHIEVEMENTS
Economic Optimization and Bargaining Equity
	FEEDBACK
Alternative future Fintech Business Model

	▼Produces Downstream Welfare Changes ▼

	OUTCOME (O): Women’s Livelihood Improvements in South Asia

	Income generation
and savings
	Enterprise activity
and firm performance
	Household Decision-Making Power
	Reduced vulnerability
and financial resilience

	Theoretical basis: 
Davis (1989) [TAM] | Venkatesh et al. (2003) [UTAUT] | Kabeer (1999, 2020) [RAA] | Denyer et al. (2008) [CIMO]



4. Research Methodology
4.1 Methodological Foundation: Research Philosophy
Grounded in a pragmatist research paradigm, this systematic review evaluates knowledge based on its practical utility for problem-solving (Pluye and Hong, 2014). The core task of this systematic review is to integrate the divergent findings without distorting their underlying claims. A purely positivist stance would risk treating socio-cultural context as a control variable to be removed, while a purely interpretivist stance would make it difficult to draw the generalisable, business-relevant conclusions to a domain like FinTech and development. Pragmatism allows the synthesis to leverage both forms of evidence based on the specific research queries. 
4.2 Methodological Framework: Research Design
To ensure maximum transparency and replicability, the research utilizes a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) framed around PRISMA 2020 standards, following the evidence-informed management review methodology established by Tranfield et al. (2003).  An SLR framework is essential for comprehensively mapping, critically evaluating, and synthesizing current scholarly work on South Asian digital financial inclusion. To maintain auditability, the complete screening process is systematically outlined using the PRISMA 2020 flow chart. 
4.3 Search Strategy and Database Selection
Following PRISMA protocols, Scopus and Web of Science served as the essential databases for literature retrieval. These engines comprehensively index top-tier, ABS-ranked journals across development economics, management information systems, and gender studies. To eliminate selection bias, a comprehensive four-block Boolean search string was constructed. Search string parameters were carefully tailored to the specific syntax rules of each database while maintaining absolute conceptual consistency.
· Block A (FinTech): "FinTech" OR "digital banking" OR "mobile money" OR "mobile banking" OR "financial technology".
· Block B (Gender): "female" OR "women" OR " empowerment of women" OR "gender" OR "gender gap".
· Block C (Socio-cultural): "socio-cultural" OR "cultural norm*" OR "patriarchal" OR "digital literacy" OR "household decision-making".
· Block D (Geography): "Bangladesh" OR "India" OR "Pakistan" OR "Nepal" OR "Sri Lanka" OR "South Asia".

Database selection was restricted to Web of Science and Scopus to ensure the exclusion of predatory, unverified open-access publications, thereby safeguarding the integrity of the data pool. Publication bias was actively managed by searching all available open-access indexing across both platforms, ensuring that non-significant findings were captured. Language restrictions limiting the search to English-language texts are justified by the inclusion of extensive cross-sectional regional data sets from South Asian institutions to minimize localized linguistic omission. Executed from May to July 2026, the literature search identified a combined total of 137 records (N=137) across Web of Science (n=86) and Scopus (n=51).

4.4 Selection Criteria and Screening Process
The 137 articles were subjected to a rigorous screening pipeline. First, 54 duplicate entries were algorithmically removed, leaving 83 unique records for screening titles and abstracts. During this phase, 22 studies were omitted as they fell entirely beyond the defined geographic scope, lacked a distinct digital financial component, or gender-disaggregated data. This left 61 full-text documents for formal eligibility assessment against the strict inclusion and exclusion parameters detailed below.
Figure 2: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram
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4.5 Eligibility Criteria: Inclusion/Exclusion Parameters
[image: image.png][image: image.png][image: image.png][image: image.png][image: image.png][image: image.png]Financial inclusion driven by FinTech platforms gained importance in South Asia around 2010; this period is widely recognized as the post-mobile money era. Consequently, any study published prior to 2010 was strictly excluded from the review sample.n = 18 excluded (quality scores below 75% threshold)
Rigorous Appraisal Exclusions
n = 22 excluded (outside geography/no FinTech focus)
Excluded Records
n = 54 records excluded automatically
Removed Duplicates

Table 3: Inclusion and Exclusion Parameters
	Parameters
	Inclusion Areas
	Exclusion Areas

	Publication type
	Peer-reviewed articles (2010–2025)
	Dissertations, working papers, editorials, or grey literatures

	Publication date
	2010–2025 (post-mobile money era in South Asia)
	Studies published before 2010 

	Geography
	South Asia
(Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Nepal)
	Studies outside of South Asia with no substantive South Asian component

	Population
	Women or gender-disaggregated data 
	Studies with no gender dimension 

	Phenomenon
	FinTech, mobile money, digital financial services, digital payment adoption
	Traditional microfinance or conventional banking without FinTech element

	Outcome
	Socio-cultural determinants and/or livelihood outcomes 
	Studies exclusively on male-headed households 

	Language
	English full text
	Non-English full text only without translation


Source: The author.
4.6 Quality Assessment
Rather than assuming the validity of peer-reviewed articles, the 61 eligible full-text documents were subjected to a double-framework quality appraisal. Qualitative tracks have been evaluated via the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP), while quantitative and cross-sectional econometric surveys have been assessed via the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT). Studies recording below 75% compliance threshold on the MMAT/CASP rubric (n=18) were systematically excluded due to unverified data sources or severe confounding biases. The remaining 43 papers met all specified quality thresholds and were retained for analytical synthesis.
4.7 Extraction of Data and Analytical Approach
Extraction of data was executed via a standard digital form, tracking geographic focus, research design, core theoretical framework, sample size, and specific findings. The data were synthesized using thematic combination (Thomas and Harden, 2008), tracking through three successive phases: line-by-line coding of primary content, generation of narrative themes, and development of high-order analytic themes. This inductive-deductive synthesis was selected over statistical meta-analysis because the methodological heterogeneity of the sample (combining qualitative ethnographies, structural equation models, and econometric panels) precluded statistical pooling.
Table 4: Analysis of Some Frequently Cited Papers
	ID
	Author, Year
	Methodology
	Theoretical Lens
	Principal Findings
	Research Gaps

	1
	Kabeer (1999)
	Conceptual and theoretical framework development (SA)
	Resources-Agency-Achievements (RAA) schema
	Distinguishes financial resources (access), agency (autonomous decision-making capacity), and achievements (concrete livelihood outcomes) in measuring empowerment.
	Purely theoretical framework; requires empirical customization to map directly onto modern digital/FinTech platforms.

	2
	Kabeer (2020)
	Critical academic review/ Feminist critique (SA) 
	Folk/Randomista economics critique
	Argues that standard financial inclusion factors like account registration do not capture active, autonomous female user or intra-household dynamics.
	Lacks primary quantitative statistical testing of specific app features.

	3
	Roy and Patro (2022)
	Systematic literature review (SA-SSA)
	Backward linkages (access) and forward linkages (empowerment) framework
	Reports consistent gender gaps in access alongside unusually consistent positive associations between financial inclusion and downstream empowerment.
	Does not isolate FinTech as distinct from financial inclusion in general; does not interrogate the socio-cultural mechanisms.

	4
	Kulkarni, L. and Ghosh, A. (2021)
	Household-level empirical study (India)
	Digital financial inclusion / digital literacy framework
	Gender gap in digital financial inclusion driven less by device access than by digital literacy, income, and women's lack of confidence.
	Does not investigate firm-level platform constraints or alternative provider business model incentives.

	5
	Dey and Majumder (2024)
	Questionnaire survey; PLS-SEM (Bangladesh)
	UTAUT
	Social influence, trust and digital literacy significantly affect mobile banking adoption by women in Bangladesh.
	Limited to Bangladesh; lacks cross-country comparison.

	6
	Scott, K., Shinde, A., Ummer, O., Yadav, S., Sharma, M., Purty, N., Jairath, A., Chamberlain, S. and LeFevre, A.E. (2021)
	Empirical field study of Rural Central India
	Patriarchal norms and mobile phone affordances framework
	Reveals that patriarchal norms restrict women's device use through five mechanisms: narrow usage expectations, male ownership dependence, poorer handsets, low skills, and time constraints.
	Focuses broadly on mobile smartphone ownership rather than isolating specific digital banking or loan application behaviours.

	7
	Sumi, R.S., Hoque, I. and Ahmed, M. (2025)
	Mixed-methods survey (Rural Bangladesh)
	Socio-economic determinants framework with gender moderation
	Digital literacy and device access are the strongest positive predictors of adoption, while patriarchal authority inhibits usage; 43% of women face male transaction control.
	Cross-sectional design; cannot verify long-term post-adoption causal shifts in household bargaining equity.

	8
	Chauhan, S., Akhtar, A. and Gupta, A. (2022)
	SLR (88 digital banking studies)
	Customer experience (CE) architecture 
	Categorizes digital banking customer experiences into functional, mechanic, and humanic cues that jointly shape provider performance.
	Does not specialize in gender-disaggregated or socio-cultural barriers unique to women in SA.

	9
	Zhang, W., Siyal, S., Riaz, S., Ahmad, R., Hilmi, M.F. and Li, Z. (2023)
	Empirical quantitative analysis of Pakistan
	Data safety, consumer trust, and adoption framework
	Demonstrates that rigorous data safety and consumer trust are shared, critical drivers of digital finance platform adoption intentions.
	Based on existing bank account users; excludes unbanked or vulnerable rural women.

	10
	Ghosh, S. and Vinod, D. (2017)
	Quantitative, household secondary micro-data study (India)
	Intra-household bargaining/discrimination framework
	In terms of account ownership and usage in India, reports a consistent gender difference even with controlled income and education.
	Does not account for the specific tech platform design elements that drive trust.



5. Discussion: Findings Synthesis and Strategic insights
5.1 Synthesis via CIMO Framework
To reconcile why macro-level econometric panel report surges in financial inclusion while qualitative studies show persistent exclusion, the CIMO framework reveals a critical illusion: gross account registration figures act as a false proxy for true financial empowerment. Nominal onboarding metrics obscure the daily realities of male SMS auditing, shared-device proxy usage, and forced credential surrender. Consequently, nominal accounts fail to generate economic achievements unless platform interfaces are re-engineered to safeguard user privacy against domestic surveillance.
Structural and Environmental Context (C) 
Socio-cultural determinants form a highly restrictive environment that filters and suppresses women's independent interaction with digital tools. This literature highlights five interlocking structural barriers across the South Asian context:
i. Patriarchal Household Authority: Male kin act as primary financial gatekeepers, meaning device or account access rarely equates to autonomous economic choice.
ii. Digital Literacy Gaps: Layered educational inequalities create deep digital navigation gaps and interface anxieties for female users.
iii. Mobility Constraints: Normative frameworks like purdah limit physical movement, hindering independent access to fintech agents.
iv. Institutional Distrust: Past exposure to predatory finance structures and fears of digital fraud breed heightened risk aversion.
v. Socio-Religious Heterogeneity: A lack of verified Shariah-compliant digital products deters adoption in conservative Muslim-majority communities.
The Intervention-Mechanism Link (I->M) 
When digital interventions (I) interface with this context, they trigger generative Mechanisms (M) that dictate whether technology translates into active agency. Standard commercial platforms often cause mechanic-cue failures (poor usability for shared-device households) and humanic-cue failures (male-dominated agent networks that create social barriers) because they fail to design for the female user.
Crucially, purely digital limitations are mitigated when routed through a Cash-Plus programme that embeds FinTech within broader human capital and social safety frameworks (Sabates‐Wheeler et al., 2025). Integrating FinTech with ‘Plus’ services drives empowerment across two distinct pillars:
i. Group-Based Savings and Literacy: Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) provide safe spaces to save, access micro-loans, and build business skills via peer mentorship without male interference. This aligns with wider evidence that self-help group programmes support women empowerment (Brody et al., 2017; Sanyal, 2009), reinforcing the case for embedding FinTech within group-based social structures rather than deploying it as a standalone intervention.
ii. Safe Spaces and Hidden Economies: Combining entrepreneurship training with safety dialogues helps women cultivate hidden economic activities and private digital savings. Keeping these resources confidential builds a financial buffer free from domestic backlash.
Outcome (O) - Contested Evidence on Livelihood Effects
At the outcome stage, the evidence is more contested, and it is useful to separate the three livelihood dimensions this review traces: income generation, enterprise activity, and household bargaining power. A plausible reconciliation is that collective metrics show positive effects on income and enterprise activity while conditional analyses reveal bargaining-power gains who already possess higher agency, typically through group-based support built by Cash Plus programming. This is consistent with Mishra and Sahoo’s (2025) finding that mobile FinTech use serves as a mediating mechanism through which financial access enhances the sustainable performance of women entrepreneurs in India.
Managerial Reinterpretation
The findings matter deeply for organizational practice because they prove that current corporate performance metrics, specifically active wallet counts are fundamentally compromised by male proxy operations. FinTech managers must recognize that interface trust is not a static psychological variable, but a structural feature that platform design actively influences. This means that if a firm's UI/UX failure (mechanic cues) or retail network reliance on male agents (humanic cues) forces a female user to hand her credentials to a male relative, the firm has failed its market acquisition strategy.
This reframing also has implications for how firms measure success. Conventional key performance indicators, such as wallet activations or transaction volume, capture the outputs of a compromised system rather than genuine market penetration. A more accurate diagnostic would track the ratio of self-initiated transactions to proxy-assisted transactions, disaggregated by gender, alongside qualitative indicators of credential ownership. Firms that continue to report gross registration growth without interrogating who is operating the account risk building a female customer base that is, in practice, largely nominal.
6. Expected Contributions, Managerial Implications and Limitations
6.1 Academic Contributions
This review expands traditional technology acceptance discourse by exposing its individualistic biases in patriarchal contexts. Layering Kabeer’s (1999) resources-agency-achievements framework over IT models proves that digital wallets are merely passive resources. True agency is generated only when a platform's design cues are structurally reinforced by group-level social safety nets.
Methodologically, the study advances the field by critically appraising the structural validity of the current evidence base, outlining clear geographic omissions (Nepal and Sri Lanka) and identifying an over-reliance on cross-sectional data. Conceptually, this integration bridges information systems research with feminist political economy, proving that digital financial inclusion initiatives, when decoupled from intra-household power metrics, risk causing a localized feminisation of debt rather than authentic economic emancipation (Natile, 2019).
This has a further conceptual payoff for the wider information systems and development literature: it suggests that adoption metrics popular in cross-country panel studies, such as account penetration or transaction frequency, should be treated as necessary but not sufficient indicators of inclusion. Researchers working with large secondary datasets, such as Global Findex, are therefore encouraged to pair quantitative access measures with smaller-scale qualitative validation studies before drawing empowerment conclusions, a triangulated approach this review's CIMO-Kabeer synthesis was specifically designed to model.
6.2 Practical Contributions
Implications for FinTech firms and platform designers: FinTech firms must recognize that registration metrics substantially overstate female consumer penetration, as proxy operations by male relatives remain widespread (Sumi et al., 2025). Corporate product strategies should pivot toward the development of biometric authentication to eliminate shared credential vulnerability, interface simplification to counteract digital literacy gaps, and specialized Shariah-compliant digital product lines to capture conservative consumer niches. Managers within these firms should treat gendered usage patterns as a core market segmentation and product strategy issue rather than a peripheral corporate social responsibility concern.
Implications for development organisations and NGOs: Multilateral development agencies must abandon infrastructure-led financial inclusion assumptions. Evidence indicates that expanding platform access without complementary financial literacy training and social safety net integration fails to generate sustained welfare gains (Kabeer, 2020). NGO programs should explicitly link FinTech rollouts with group-based social structures, such as self-help networks and savings groups, which serve to shield female financial resources (Kumar et al., 2021).
Implications for policymakers: State initiatives, such as Digital India or Digital Bangladesh, require granular, localized measures to successfully bridge economic divides. Governments should incentivize FinTech providers to build gender-responsive interfaces through targeted regulatory subsidies, mandate public digital literacy campaigns tailored to female micro-entrepreneurs and require individual rather than household-linked account registrations. Policy templates must account for regional heterogeneities, recognizing that the unique socio-religious, caste-based, and geographic dynamics of South Asian states render uniform regional strategies ineffective (Guérin et al., 2013). Cross-border coordination mechanisms, such as SAARC-level working groups on digital financial inclusion, could help harmonise minimum design standards while still allowing individual states latitude to adapt implementation to local socio-religious contexts.
6.3 Methodological Drawbacks of the Review
Several methodological limitations have been identified in this study:
i. Geographic Concentration: Primary evidence is heavily concentrated in Bangladesh, Pakistan, India; leaving Sri Lanka, Nepal underrepresented. Consequently, this terrestrial attention highlights an essential need for subsequent primary studies and targeted longitudinal tracking within underrepresented sub-markets.
ii. Cross-Sectional Data Limits: The reliance on cross-sectional survey data across primary studies restricts causal inference regarding long-term shifts in intra-household power dynamics.
iii. Reviewer and Synthesis Bias: Single-reviewer study selection introduces potential subjective bias during screening. Furthermore, thematic synthesis inherently requires subjective interpretations when aggregating qualitative codes across heterogeneous study designs.
iv. Grey Literature Exclusion: Omitting non-peer-reviewed development reports may exclude real-time operational insights from ongoing field trials.
6.4 Future Research Directions
Based on the limitations classified above, three research priorities emerge. First, longitudinal and quasi-experimental designs are needed to establish causal links between platform-level design changes, such as biometric authentication or discreet sub-wallet interfaces, and downstream household bargaining power, moving beyond the correlational snapshots that currently dominate the literature. Second, primary fieldwork should be extended to Nepal and Sri Lanka, where socio-religious and caste dynamics differ meaningfully from the Bangladesh-India-Pakistan corridor that presently anchors most empirical evidence. Third, future studies should test the CIMO-Kabeer model directly through mixed-methods intervention trials, measuring whether specific mechanic and humanic design changes, such as female-staffed agent networks, produce measurable shifts along the Resources-Agency-Achievements pathway, rather than inferring this relationship indirectly from existing survey data. Researchers are also encouraged to examine how emerging digital lending and buy-now-pay-later products interact with existing patriarchal credit structures; an area almost entirely absent from the current evidence base.
7. Conclusion 
This study systematically reviewed and synthesized empirical evidence regarding socio-cultural determinants of FinTech adoption in South Asian women, tracing how platform access converts into independent income, enhanced micro-enterprise activity, and domestic bargaining power. Synthesizing 43 high-quality, peer-reviewed studies across South Asia via an integrated CIMO-Kabeer architecture, the review shows that patriarchal household authority, uneven digital literacy, restricted mobility, and male-dominated agent networks heavily suppress independent female platform interaction. Livelihood outcomes remained highly contested; gross income gains are observable, but improvements in bargaining power are concentrated among women already embedded within group-based, socially insulated safety structures.
Several limitations qualify the conclusions of this review. The analytical sample is relatively small, consisting of 43 papers that are heavily concentrated in Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, leaving Sri Lanka, Nepal acutely under-represented. Methodologically, the current research relies primarily on cross-sectional survey designs and correlational data, which hinders the identification of long-term causality. Moreover, restricting the literature search to English publications owing to resource limits may have overlooked key regional insights.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this review advances current business and development discourse by treating technology adoption and social empowerment as an inseparable, structurally embedded causal loop. Future research must pivot toward longitudinal panel designs capable of tracking day-to-day account manipulation over time, while executing primary fieldwork in under-researched sub-regions. Ultimately, for FinTech firms, development NGOs, and state policymakers, the strategic mandate is clear: to capture and empower the female consumer base of South Asia, the engineering of digital finance must move beyond expanding resource access toward structurally safeguarding user agency.
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APPENDIX 1: SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW - DATA EXTRACTION TABLE
	ID
	Author, Year
	Methodology
	Theoretical Lens
	Principal Findings
	Research Gaps

	1
	Ajzen (1991)
	Conceptual Review
	Theory of Planned Behaviour
	Behavioural intention predicts technology adoption.
	Does not account for digital infrastructure, trust, financial capability or regulatory settings.

	2
	Allen, Gu & Jagtiani (2021)
	Narrative literature review
	Financial Intermediation Theory
	Synthesises fintech research across lending, AI, blockchain, regtech and financial inclusion.
	Limited empirical evidence on how fintech promotes financial deepening among women in developing countries,

	3
	Alom et al. (2025) 
	Mixed-method empirical study
	Sustainable Livelihoods Framework; Financial Inclusion
	Digital finance significantly promotes women's entrepreneurship, financial inclusion and poverty reduction in Bangladesh.
	Longitudinal evidence on sustained business growth remains limited, and institutional quality is not extensively examined.

	4
	Arner, Barberis & Buckley (2016)
	Conceptual Review
	Innovation Ecosystem Theory
	Explains fintech evolution, regulatory technology and digital finance ecosystem.
	Limited discussion of consumer adoption, financial inclusion or gender gaps in rising economies.

	5
	Asaloko, P.P. and Mondjeli, I.M.M.N. (2025)
	Cross-country econometric analysis
	Digital Divide Theory
	Digital inequality substantially reduces women's financial inclusion.
	Does not explore behavioural mechanisms such as trust, financial literacy or social norms.

	6
	Asim, M., Shair, W., Hassan, R.U. and Iftikhar, R. (2025) 
	Logistic regression using Global Findex 2021
	Financial Inclusion Framework
	Education, digital access and employment significantly increase financial inclusion, while women remain deprived across all aspects.
	Limited to secondary Findex data.

	7
	Asongu & Nwachukwu (2018)
	Panel data analysis (93 developing countries)
	Inclusive human development framework
	Mobile banking drives inclusive development, but gender inequality dampens its poverty-reducing impact across developing nations.
	Mainly cross-country macro perspective; lacks granular regional socio-cultural tracking in specific households.

	8
	Aziz, A. and Naima, U. (2021) 
	Qualitative case study
	Digital Inclusion Theory
	Trust, ICT skills and social inclusion strongly influence digital financial inclusion in rural Bangladesh.
	Limited generalisability because of qualitative design and rural focus.

	9
	Aziz, F., Sheikh, S.M. and Shah, I.H. (2022) 
	Regression using Global Findex (2004–2017) across 8 South Asian countries
	Women's Empowerment Theory; Financial Inclusion Framework
	Women's use of financial services is associated with education, institutional quality and gender-friendly regulation. Religious and cultural norms significantly influence account ownership.
	Does not investigate fintech adoption or digital financial services after COVID-19.

	10
	Bandara, S.H. (2024) 
	SLR (38 countries)
	Women's Empowerment; Capability Approach
	Microfinance improves income, decision-making and asset accumulation but outcomes vary with institutional support.
	Limited evidence on integration between fintech and microfinance.

	11
	Bhat, S.A., Lone, U.M., SivaKumar, A. and Krishna, U.G., 2025. 
	Survey, SEM
	Financial Capability Theory
	Digital financial literacy significantly improves women's financial decision-making and use of digital finance.
	Does not examine fintech ecosystem factors

	12
	Bollaert, Lopez-de-Silanes & Schwienbacher (2021)
	Systematic Literature Review
	Financial Constraint Theory
	Reviews how fintech reduces financing constraints through crowdfunding, P2P lending and digital finance.
	Need more developing-country evidence.

	13
	Bongomin, G.O.C., Ntayi, J.M., Munene, J.C. and Malinga, C.A. (2018)
	Cross-sectional survey; PLS-SEM
	Financial Literacy Theory
	Financial literacy and ICT capability improve financial inclusion.
	Fintech-specific services require further investigation.

	14
	Boot, Hoffmann, Laeven & Ratnovski (2021)
	Conceptual/theoretical review
	Financial Intermediation Theory
	Fintech transforms banking through technology-enabled intermediation.
	Does not examine socio-cultural influences on fintech adoption.

	15
	Brody, C., Hoop, T.D., Vojtkova, M., Warnock, R., Dunbar, M., Murthy, P. and Dworkin, S.L. (2017) 
	SLR/Meta-analysis
	Women’s empowerment / Self-help group (SHG) framework
	Self-help group programs significantly improve women's economic, social, and political empowerment across multiple contexts.
	Focuses broadly on physical collectives; does not isolate digital finance or FinTech interface constraints.

	16
	Cevik, S. (2025) 
	Panel 
econometric analysis (84 countries)
	Financial Inclusion Theory
	Strong regulatory institutions and financial education enhance the benefits.
	Does not investigate gender-specific or household-level behavioural determinants of fintech adoption.

	17
	Chauhan, Akhtar & Gupta (2022)
	SLR (88 digital banking studies)
	Customer experience (CE) framework 
	Categorizes digital banking customer experiences into functional, mechanic, and humanic cues that jointly shape provider performance.
	Does not specialize in gender-disaggregated or socio-cultural barriers unique to women in SA.

	18
	Chen, S., Doerr, S., Frost, J., Gambacorta, L. and Shin, H.S., 2023. 
	Cross-country survey (28 countries)
	Behavioural Finance; Financial Inclusion
	Gender gap is explained by attitudes towards technology, product aptness and inclination to adopt new providers.
	The study identifies the gap but does not test interventions that can reduce it.

	19
	Chowdhury, M.A.M., Labib, T., Hossain, A., Hossain, M.B., Rengasamy, D. and Atiullah, M., 2026. 
	Cross-country econometric analysis using SAARC data
	Digital Financial Inclusion
	Women are less likely to own digital accounts or make payments across SAARC countries; education and income explain part of the gap.
	Does not explore underlying behavioural mechanisms such as trust or financial capability.

	20
	Datta, R.K. (2024) 
	Descriptive policy analysis using secondary data
	Financial Inclusion Framework
	Reviews Bangladesh's fintech ecosystem, highlighting progress in digital finance with persistent urban–rural gaps and policy challenges.
	Conceptual rather than empirical; does not test adoption behaviour or women-specific outcomes.

	21
	Davis (1989)
	Survey, Regression
	Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) 
	Perceived usefulness and ease of use influence technology acceptance.
	Ignores social, institutional and cultural factors central to fintech adoption in developing nations.

	22
	Demirgüç-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D., Ansar, S. and Hess, J. (2018
	Global database/Cross-country statistics
	Global Findex framework
	Identifies a persistent global and South Asian gender gap in account ownership, with female ownership severely depressed in Pakistan and Bangladesh.
	Provides high-level macro statistics without qualitative insights into the socio-cultural dynamics driving the gap.

	23
	Demirgüç-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D. and Ansar, S., 2022. 
	Global survey (~128,000 adults in 123 economies)
	Financial Inclusion Framework
	Provides benchmark indicators for digital payments, account ownership and financial inclusion worldwide.
	Descriptive evidence only; causal pathways and behavioural explanations remain unexplored.

	24
	Dey & Majumder (2024)
	Survey; PLS-SEM (Bangladesh)
	UTAUT
	Social influence, trust and digital literacy affect mobile banking adoption by women in Bangladesh.
	Limited to Bangladesh; lacks cross-country comparison.

	25
	Dorfleitner, G. and Nguyen, Q.A. (2022)
	Cross-sectional survey; SEM (7 countries in SA & SSA)
	Women's Empowerment; Financial Capability
	Mobile money significantly improves women's economic empowerment, with financial management practices partially mediating the relationship.
	Cross-sectional design limits causal inference; longitudinal studies and country-specific comparisons are needed.

	26
	Dorfleitner, G. and Nguyen, Q.A. (2024) 
	Cross-sectional survey (SA & SSA)
	Women's Empowerment; Financial Capability
	Mobile money adoption improves women's economic empowerment, with financial controlling behaviour acting as a partial mediator; stronger effect in rural areas.
	Longitudinal and country-specific comparative studies are needed to understand institutional and cultural differences.

	27
	Ghosh & Vinod (2017)
	Household, secondary micro data (India)
	Intra-household bargaining/discrimination framework
	Reports a consistent gender gap in account ownership and usage in India, persisting even after controlling for income and education.
	Does not account for the specific tech platform design elements that drive trust.

	28
	Gill, P. and Chand, S. (2025) 
	Survey (300 employed women); PLS-SEM
	Financial Capability; UTAUT
	Government support, financial literacy and technological innovativeness improve fintech adoption and financial inclusion.
	Single-state study in India; broader cross-country validation is required.

	29
	Goetz & Gupta (1996)
	Qualitative / Empirical field study (Bangladesh)
	Gender, power, and loan use control framework
	A significant proportion of micro-finance loans targeted at women were heavily hijacked and controlled by male relatives.
	Focuses on traditional microcredit networks; before FinTech era.

	30
	Gomber, Koch & Siering (2017)
	SLR and conceptual mapping
	Digital Innovation Theory
	Provides a comprehensive framework for digital finance research and identifies key technological developments.
	Limited empirical evidence on adoption and financial inclusion among vulnerable populations.

	31
	GSMA (2025)
	Industry report based on secondary data analysis
	Digital Inclusion Framework; Gender Digital Divide Framework
	The report finds that limited digital access constrains women's adoption of mobile financial services, reducing opportunities for financial inclusion and economic empowerment. The report highlights affordability, digital skills, safety concerns and restrictive social norms as the principal barriers.
	It does not empirically test causal relationships between digital inclusion and financial outcomes, nor does it examine behavioural determinants of fintech adoption among women.

	32
	Guérin, Kumar & Agier (2013)
	Empirical field research (India)
	Empowerment and power dynamics framework
	Demonstrates that microfinance can reinforce power over other women or fail to break structural patriarchy without deeper safety features.
	Analyses physical traditional microfinance operations rather than mobile money or FinTech.

	33
	Ha, D., Le, P. and Nguyen, D.K., 2025
	PRISMA-based SLR (96 studies)
	Multi-theoretical synthesis
	Identifies three dominant research clusters: fintech services, market transformation and ecosystem stakeholders.
	Calls for more comparative studies across regions and vulnerable populations, esp. women and rural communities.

	34
	Howlader, S. and Halder, P. (2025)
	Time-series econometric analysis (2004–2021)
	Financial Inclusion Theory
	Mobile financial services have significantly expanded financial inclusion in Bangladesh, particularly among underserved populations.
	Does not isolate gender-specific outcomes or behavioural adoption factors.

	35
	Hunter, S., Chai, A., Morgan, P., Chan, H.F., Torgler, B. and Rohde, N., 2025. 
	Cross-country survey; econometric analysis
	Digital Finance
	Access to banking/payment apps reduces reliance on cash and informal financial transactions.
	Does not analyse women separately or empowerment outcomes.

	36
	Ibtasam, S., Mehmood, H., Razaq, L., Webster, J., Yu, S. and Anderson, R., (2017) 
	Mixed methods: 
51 semi-structured interviews (Pakistan)
	ICTD framework; readiness/affordances perspective 
	Women's smartphone-based mobile money adoption is severely limited by male device gatekeeping, digital literacy barriers, and socio-religious mobility constraints.
	Lacks macro-econometric scaling or quantitative generalizability across South Asia.

	37
	Ibtasam, S., Razaq, L., Anwar, H.W., Mehmood, H., Shah, K., Webster, J., Kumar, N. and Anderson, R. (2018) 
	Qualitative Semi-structured interviews (Pakistan)
	Capability Approach; Human-Centred Design
	Financial inclusion initiatives should incorporate gender-sensitive technology design and local social contexts.
	The study is qualitative and context-specific, limiting generalisability. It does not quantitatively examine fintech adoption behaviour.

	38
	Jack & Suri (2014)
	Household panel data analysis
	Development Economics
	Mobile money lowers transaction costs and improves households' ability to cope with income shocks.
	Focuses on welfare outcomes rather than behavioural drivers of fintech adoption.

	39
	Kabeer (1999)
	Conceptual and theoretical framework development
	Resources-Agency-Achievements (RAA) schema
	Distinguishes financial resources (access), agency (autonomous decision-making capacity), and achievements (concrete livelihood outcomes) in measuring empowerment.
	Purely theoretical framework; requires empirical customization to map directly onto modern digital/FinTech platforms.

	40
	Kabeer (2016)
	Comparative theoretical synthesis
	Patriarchal constraints and economic growth framework
	Highlights the 'endless variety' and 'monotonous similarity' of patriarchal structural barriers that limit female economic agency worldwide.
	Broad structural focus on labour and growth rather than specific digital platform/FinTech business models.

	41
	Kabeer (2020)
	Critical academic review 
	Randomista economics critique
	Standard inclusion metrics like account registration overlook active, autonomous female engagement and intra-household power dynamics.
	Lacks primary quantitative statistical testing of specific app features.

	42
	Kamara, A.K. and Yu, B., 2024
	Dynamic Panel (GMM)
	Financial Development Theory
	Fintech can reshape financial systems but requires balancing institutional growth to expand financial inclusion.
	Limited treatment of consumer trust, digital literacy and socio-cultural influences.

	43
	Kaur & Kapuria (2020)
	Empirical econometric study (Rural India)
	Household financial inclusion / gender gap framework
	Confirms a persistent gender gap in account ownership and usage in rural India even after controlling for socioeconomic factors.
	Does not investigate digital app UI/UX, biometric safety, or agent network gender gaps.

	44
	Khan, I., Imtiaz, S.S. and Amin, M.I. (2023) 
	Policy and document analysis
	Gender & Financial Inclusion
	Reviews Bangladesh's post-COVID policies and finds implementation and monitoring gaps despite numerous initiatives.
	Does not empirically examine fintech adoption by women.

	45
	Koomson, Villano & Hadley (2020)
	Household survey
	Capability Approach
	Mobile money reduces poverty and household vulnerability.
	Mechanisms affecting women require further investigation.

	46
	Kulkarni & Ghosh (2021)
	Household-level empirical study (India)
	Digital financial inclusion / digital literacy framework
	The gender gap stems less from device access than from gaps in digital literacy, income, and independent interface confidence.
	Does not investigate firm-level platform constraints or alternative provider business model incentives.

	47
	Kumar, N., Raghunathan, K., Arrieta, A., Jilani, A. and Pandey, S. (2021)
	Empirical / Panel data analysis (India)
	Collective action and women’s self-help group framework
	Provides robust evidence that participating in group-based social structures strengthens women’s self and economic empowerment.
	Focuses on face-to-face physical self-help networks without isolating digital finance tool parameters.

	48
	Kumari, D., Giri, A.K. and Saruparia, C. (2025)
	Panel data 
(26 Asian countries)
	Capability Approach; Financial Inclusion Theory
	Gender-based digital financial inclusion and women's empowerment significantly reduce poverty across Asia.
	Does not examine household-level behavioural adoption.

	49
	Lee & Shin (2018)
	Conceptual and ecosystem mapping
	FinTech ecosystem business model framework
	Maps the FinTech ecosystem in five core elements (startups, developers, governments, incumbents, users) and various business model logics.
	Analyses commercial business strategy from an industrial perspective without any gender or development lens.

	50
	Lee, J.N., Morduch, J., Ravindran, S., Shonchoy, A. and Zaman, H. (2021)
	Experimental field study / Randomized Controlled Trial 
	Poverty, migration, and digital remittance framework
	Shows that urban-to-rural mobile banking remittances significantly reduce rural household poverty and buffer against shocks in Bangladesh.
	Focuses predominantly on migration-remittance pathways rather than intra-household female bargaining metrics or platform cues.

	51
	Lee, J.N., Morduch, J., Ravindran, S. and Shonchoy, A.S., 2022. 
	Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT)
	Behavioural Economics
	Financial training dramatically increased women's fintech adoption in Bangladesh and substantially reduced the gender gap.
	Focuses on adoption and remittances rather than broader financial inclusion.

	52
	Loko, M. B., & Yang, Y. (2022)
	Cross-country empirical analysis
	Human Capital Theory
	Fintech adoption increases female employment and reduces gender inequality, especially where firms lack traditional finance. 
	Firm-level evidence needs validation at household and consumer levels.

	53
	Lye, C.-T., Tay, L.-Y., Ng, T.-H. et al. (2025) 
	PRISMA-based SLR (185 studies)
	Financial Inclusion; Vulnerability Framework
	Fintech generally promotes inclusion for vulnerable groups, but evidence on older adults and people with disabilities is limited.
	Greater attention is needed on comparative regional evidence and intersectional vulnerabilities.

	54
	Milian, Spinola & Carvalho (2019)
	SLR (119 fintech studies)
	Innovation Theory
	Identifies major fintech themes (payments, lending, crowdfunding), proposes future research agenda.
	Little evidence from developing economies and gender-focused fintech adoption.

	55
	Mustafa, M., Mazhar, N., Asghar, A., Usmani, M.Z., Razaq, L. and Anderson, R. (2019)
	Qualitative field study (Pakistan)
	Digital financial needs and human-computer interaction (HCI) framework
	Identifies that cash-in/cash-out retail networks dominated by male agents create severe physical mobility and social interaction barriers for Pakistani women.
	Highly localized urban/peri-urban micro-entrepreneur sample; lacks multi-country comparative data.

	56
	Natile (2019)
	Critical legal and socio-economic analysis
	Feminist political economy
	Digital financial inclusion platforms often act as neutral-looking vectors that risk a localized 'feminisation of debt' and corporate exploitation.
	Primarily a qualitative legal-institutional critique; lacks statistical panel testing of household income effects.

	57
	Olaoye, O.O., Shaddady, A., Tabash, M.I. and Ray, S. (2025)
	Panel econometric analysis (SSA)
	Financial Inclusion; Digital Inclusion
	FinTech significantly reduces the gender gap in financial access, but complementary digital inclusion policies are required.
	Focuses only on SSA; comparable evidence from South Asia is still lacking.

	58
	Olaoye, O.O., Tabash, M.I., Shaddady, A. and Ray, S. (2025)
	Panel data analysis
	Financial Inclusion Theory
	Education and digital infrastructure are major transmission channels through which fintech deepens financial inclusion.
	Does not examine household-level socio-cultural barriers or compare findings with Asian economies.

	59
	Ozili (2018)
	Conceptual Review
	Benefits-versus-risks lens 
	Digital finance supports growth in favourable conditions, but its actions during economic downturns remains poorly understood. 
	Calls for more collaborative research and stronger regulatory frameworks balancing inclusion against stability risk.

	60
	Ozili (2020)
	Critical narrative review 
	Financial Inclusion Theory
	Reviews determinants of financial inclusion and digital finance.
	Calls for more longitudinal and cross-country empirical studies on women's fintech adoption.

	61
	Padma Kiran & Vedala (2025)
	Empirical survey-based evaluation (India)
	Extended UTAUT 
	Shows platform trust, add-on services, and promotions drive active usage intents for UPI-style interfaces.
	Sample is drawn from general platform users; does not capture specific socio-cultural limits.

	62
	Parasuraman (2000)
	Scale development
	Technology Readiness Index
	Individual readiness influences technology acceptance.
	Technology readiness alone cannot explain adoption among financially excluded people.

	63
	Pazarbasioglu, C., Garcia Mora, A., Uttamchandani, M., Natarajan, H., Feyen, E. and Saal, M. (2020) 
	World Bank institutional report
	Digital Financial Services (DFS) foundational framework
	Highlights how DFS lowers transaction costs and expands reach, but notes that market structures must adapt to reach vulnerable segments.
	Presents high-level institutional consensus; lacks primary household ethnographic data or critical feminist framework layering.

	64
	Pluye & Hong (2014)
	Methodological review
	Mixed studies review synthesis framework
	Justifies combining qualitative stories and quantitative numbers within a single systematic review to enrich evidence utilization.
	Purely methodological; contains no material on financial technologies, gender gaps, or South Asian demographics.

	65
	Reynolds, T.W., Biscaye, P.E., Leigh Anderson, C., O’Brien-Carelli, C. and Keel, J. (2023)
	Cross-country empirical survey (8 countries)
	Mobile money awareness and use gender gap framework
	Identifies that wide gaps in mobile money use persist despite high awareness, driven heavily by structural barriers and household gatekeeping.
	Broad cross-country dataset; lacks deep, localized focus on the specific socio-religious dynamics of South Asia.

	66
	Rogers, E.M., Singhal, A. and Quinlan, M.M., 2014. 
	Conceptual
	Diffusion of Innovation
	Adoption depends on innovation characteristics such as relative advantage and compatibility.
	Does not explain financial inclusion outcomes or institutional constraints affecting fintech diffusion.

	67
	Roy & Patro (2022)
	Systematic literature review (SA-SSA)
	Backward linkages (access) and forward linkages (empowerment) framework
	Reports consistent gender gaps in access alongside unusually consistent positive associations between financial inclusion and downstream empowerment.
	Does not isolate FinTech as distinct from financial inclusion; does not interrogate the socio-cultural mechanisms across different household contexts.

	68
	Sabates‐Wheeler, R., Lind, J. and Holland‐Szyp, C. (2025)
	Empirical policy analysis
	Cash-plus provision framework in protracted crises
	Demonstrates that purely cash/resource interventions are limited in crisis settings unless paired with 'Plus' services like social safety nets.
	Focuses generally on humanitarian crisis contexts rather than standard commercial FinTech software adoption paths.

	69
	Saluja, O.B., Singh, P. and Kumar, H. (2023) 
	PRISMA SLR
	Capability Approach; Women's Empowerment
	Synthesises the main barriers to women's financial inclusion, including social norms, financial literacy, institutional barriers and digital exclusion.
	Limited focus on fintech-specific innovations and post-2020 digital financial services.

	70
	Schueffel (2016)
	Conceptual review
	Innovation Theory
	Provides one of the earliest scientific definitions of fintech and classifies fintech innovation.
	Needs empirical validation across contexts.

	71
	Scott, K., Shinde, A., Ummer, O., Yadav, S., Sharma, M., Purty, N., Jairath, A., Chamberlain, S. and LeFevre, A.E. (2021)
	Empirical field study (Rural Central India)
	Patriarchal gender norms and mobile phone affordances framework
	Women's phone use is severely constrained by five mechanisms: (1) narrow social norms dictating how women could use phones, (2) dependence on men for ownership/access, (3) lower-quality phones relative to men's, (4) limited digital skills, and (5) time poverty combined with norms discouraging women's "leisure" phone use.
	Single-region qualitative study (rural central India only), which limits generalizability to other regions or urban contexts.

	72
	Shahriar, A.Z.M., Shukla, A. and Peranginangin, Y. (2025) 
	Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT)
	Gender Norms Theory; Financial Capability
	Gender norms influence adoption; mobile banking is particularly effective in patriarchal communities where mobility is constrained.
	Evidence is limited to selected societies; broader cross-country validation is required.

	73
	Shahriar, A.Z.M., Shukla, A. and Peranginangin, Y. (2025) 
	Randomised controlled experiment
	Gender Norm Theory
	Mobile banking is particularly effective where women's mobility is socially constrained, showing the importance of gender norms in financial inclusion.
	Conducted in selected Bangladeshi communities; external validity should be tested elsewhere.

	74
	Sumi, Hoque & Ahmed (2025)
	Mixed-methods survey (Rural Bangladesh)
	Socio-economic determinants framework with gender moderation
	Digital literacy and device ownership drive adoption, patriarchal authority hinders use, with 43% of women experiencing male transaction control.
	Cross-sectional design; cannot verify long-term post-adoption causal shifts in household bargaining equity.

	75
	Suri & Jack (2016)
	Longitudinal Quasi-experimental analysis
	Capability Approach
	Mobile money significantly reduces extreme poverty and increases women's participation in self-employment.
	Limited examination of socio-cultural barriers, financial literacy and gender differences in adoption.

	76
	Swamy (2014)
	Longitudinal empirical study (India)
	Financial inclusion economic impact framework
	Finds financial inclusion significantly boosts income and savings for poor households, yielding stronger long-term gains when targeted at women.
	Focuses on traditional financial inclusion without examining digital app architecture or FinTech ecosystem mechanics.

	77
	Venkatesh, V., Morris, M.G., Davis, G.B. and Davis, F.D. (2003) 
	SEM
	UTAUT
	Performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions determine technology adoption.
	Does not capture trust, regulation, financial literacy or gender-specific barriers in digital finance.

	78
	Venkatesh, V., Thong, J.Y.L. and Xu, X. (2012)
	Multi-country empirical study
	UTAUT2
	Extends UTAUT by including habit, price value and hedonic motivation.
	Consumer technology focus; limited evidence for financial services in low-income and developing-country settings.

	79
	World Bank (2022)
	Global survey 
	Financial Inclusion Framework
	Positions digital financial inclusion as a milestone for poverty reduction and economic resilience, urging multi-stakeholder strategic roadmaps.
	High-level developmental advocacy document; lacks primary empirical testing of local intra-household power struggles.

	80
	Zhang, W., Siyal, S., Riaz, S., Ahmad, R., Hilmi, M.F. and Li, Z. (2023)
	Empirical quantitative analysis (Pakistan)
	Data security, customer trust, and adoption framework
	Demonstrates that rigorous data security and customer trust are joint, critical drivers of digital finance platform adoption intentions.
	Based on existing bank account users, which structurally excludes unbanked or highly vulnerable rural women.










PART II
Writing a Reflective Report 

1. Introduction

This reflective report looks back on my learning experience in the module "Converting Research into Practice". The primary goal of this module was to help me move from theoretical ideas to a working research proposal. It covered research foundations, the CIMO framework, systematic searching, quality appraisal, coding, thematic analysis, and the discussion of findings, alongside the craft of qualitative writing through Staller (2015) on moving beyond thin description and Gilgun (2015) on writing up qualitative research with a clear analytical voice. Each week combined a lecture with a practical activity, so I was constantly applying new ideas. Here I have used two models to structure this reflection: Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) and Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle (1984). Gibbs offers six clear stages, moving from description through to a concrete action plan, giving a simple structure for a first-time reflective writer. Kolb links reflection directly to future action and treats learning as a cycle rather than a single event. Gibbs helps me look closely at my emotional and cognitive reactions, whereas Kolb helps me see how these reactions translate into a continuous cycle of professional development. By using both models together, I can analyse my learning from multiple angles.

2. Applying Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988)

i. Description

The module began with foundational sessions on research design and philosophy. We discussed how to choose a workable research topic, set clear aims, and write precise objectives. From there, we moved into the mechanics of systematic literature reviews while studying quality appraisal tools, text coding, and thematic analysis. Each weekly session combined a lecture with hands-on classroom activities. For example, we practiced building a data extraction table using sample academic papers. We also practiced first-cycle and second-cycle coding, moving from descriptive codes to broader analytical themes. Later in the module, we applied the PRISMA process to a real search strategy. We designed search strings using Boolean operators and set clear inclusion and exclusion criteria. Finally, we used the CASP checklist and the TAPUPAM framework to score paper quality. This carried into a session on writing the Discussion of Findings chapter, where we linked every theme back to CIMO and asked, of every finding, why it matters to a practising manager. We ended each week with a task linked to our own research topic, so the classroom work fed directly into my assignment.

ii. Feelings

I found this module genuinely enjoyable from the very first session. The activities were highly practical and interactive. I was not just sitting and listening to presentation slides. Instead, I was actively building tables, coding raw text, and mapping out themes with sustained, focused work. This hands-on approach made the complex material much easier to understand and retain. The professor was exceptionally warm, approachable, and communicative. She was always ready to pause and explain difficult concepts again if anyone was confused. Questions were always welcomed and never rushed past. This supportive environment made me feel safe to ask simple questions without any embarrassment. As a result, my academic confidence grew steadily each week. However, I also experienced moments of genuine frustration. When I began searching the databases for my own literature review, I struggled to find papers that fit my exact context. Many search results initially looked perfect. Yet, upon closer reading, they turned out to be simple opinion pieces, or broad economic papers that ignored my required content. This slowed down my progress and left me feeling quite anxious and uncertain at times.

iii. Evaluation

The most positive aspect of this module was the perfect balance between structured theory and hands-on practice. The discussions gave me a clear, step-by-step protocol: define research questions with CIMO, search databases with Boolean strings, screen articles with PRISMA, appraise with CASP, then code and synthesise the findings. Having this clear roadmap meant I never felt truly lost. I always knew exactly what my next step should be. Furthermore, the classroom activities worked well because they were completely low risk. Making mistakes on shared practices felt safe and natural. It allowed me to learn from my errors without worrying about my final grade. The main downside was the sheer difficulty of the literature search itself. Finding authentic, high-quality, peer-reviewed sources that spoke directly to my niche topic took far longer than I had anticipated. Many search results were either too broad or lacked empirical rigor. I had to refine my database keywords multiple times. I also had to check every single paper carefully against our strict inclusion and exclusion criteria. This sorting process was mentally tiring, but it taught me to be much more disciplined about what counts as high-quality, academic evidence.

iv. Analysis

Why did I face the initial search difficulties? Looking back, my early database searches were simply too broad. I relied on single, basic keywords instead of combining them with strategic Boolean operators. Once I strictly applied the search strategies we practiced in class, using AND/OR combinations and clearer inclusion criteria, my results improved, and the CASP checklist helped me filter out weak papers quickly. The module gave me the correct tools; I simply needed to apply them with more discipline and precision. I also recognise that the professor's teaching style was crucial to my success. Because the sessions were highly interactive, and I could ask for guidance on my specific search terms in real time. This immediate feedback loop shortened my learning curve significantly. Without that direct support, my learning outcome would have taken much longer and felt far more discouraging.

v. Conclusion

Looking back, the module gave me a strong foundation in systematic literature review and qualitative thematic analysis. Experiencing an open and communicative teaching style makes a significant difference in research education. It encouraged me to speak up and seek help rather than staying stuck. Finally, I want to conclude that if I had been more confident with Boolean search techniques from day one, I would have saved a lot of valuable time. This is a very clear lesson that I will carry forward into my final research project.

vi. Action Plan

Going forward, I will build my search strings before I start searching, not during the process. I will apply the CASP checklist to every source as soon as I find it, rather than leaving quality appraisal until later. I will also keep a search log, recording each database, keyword combination, and result count. This will make my process more transparent and easier to defend later. Finally, I will reach out for guidance earlier when a search stalls, rather than struggling alone for too long. When I write my discussion of findings, I will use CIMO to keep my synthesis structured, and I will apply Staller's thick description standard so that not only my sources, also my analysis does the talking.

3. Applying Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984)

Kolb’s model offers a different, complementary lens on my learning. It explains how concrete experiences turn into abstract concepts and active skills. The cycle consists of four distinct stages:

i. Concrete Experience (CE)

My concrete experiences were the practical, hands-on activities within the class. This included building our first data extraction tables, coding raw text with the cohort, quality assessment, and running early database searches for our individual assignments.

ii. Reflective Observation (RO)

During this stage, I observed my own research behaviours. I noticed that my initial, broad keyword searches returned hundreds of irrelevant, low-quality papers. However, when I switched to narrow, structured Boolean search strings, the relevance of my results improved considerably. I also observed that my early attempts at coding were far too descriptive; I was simply summarizing what the authors wrote instead of analysing the underlying concepts.

iii. Abstract Conceptualisation (AC)

This step allowed me to understand search strategy as a systematic, academic skill. I realized that a systematic review is not just about finding papers. It is a scientific process built on Boolean logic, clear inclusion criteria, and rigorous quality appraisal working together, connected to the wider protocol from CIMO through to PRISMA screening.

iv. Active Experimentation (AE)

In this final stage, I applied my new conceptual understanding back into my research. I completely rebuilt my database search strings using Boolean logic. I applied CASP checklist systematically to filter out weaker papers. Finally, I began documenting my search process in a formal log so it would be easy to explain and defend later. 

This cycle did not stop after one pass. Each new database search taught me something new, which immediately improved my next search attempt. This matches exactly how Kolb describes learning as a repeating, upward spiral of experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and testing.

4. Reflecting Further: Guiding Questions

The module's own guidance on reflective writing offered a final, personal layer to my self-directed questions. Initially I assumed that a broader search strategy would capture more relevant evidence. This assumption proved ineffective because it generated a large volume of irrelevant studies, highlighting the importance of planning before searching. Overall, it was a genuinely useful learning experience. I learned specific skills such as Boolean search, CASP and TAPUPAM appraisal, first- and second-cycle coding, CIMO framing and PRISMA screening. Looking back, I would apply CASP from day one, rather than midway through my searches.


5. Conclusion: Synthesizing the Models

This module has been one of the most engaging parts of my studies so far. The hands-on activities, combined with a friendly and communicative teaching style, created a genuinely supportive learning environment. My key challenge was finding high-quality peer-reviewed literature suited to my research topic. Reflecting through Gibbs' cycle helped me understand my feelings and evaluate what went wrong and why. Reflecting through Kolb's cycle helped me see this challenge as one loop in an ongoing learning process, and answering the module's own guiding questions helped me see it as personal growth, not just a technical fix. Systematic, disciplined search strategy is a skill that improves with practice, feedback, and honest reflection. I now feel better prepared to carry this skill into the next stage of my research.
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