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Abstract: Financial literacy constitutes a cornerstone of sustainable economic inclusion, 

enabling marginalized populations to participate meaningfully in formal financial systems. This 

comprehensive review synthesizes evidence from 147 empirical studies and 38 large-scale national 

programs spanning 2010–2023 across 64 countries. Our findings reveal that targeted financial literacy 

interventions can increase financial inclusion rates by an average of 34 percentage points among 

underserved communities, with effects amplified when programs integrate digital access, culturally 

responsive pedagogies, and behavioral nudge mechanisms. The gender financial literacy gap — 

which currently stands at 9 percentage points globally — is demonstrably reducible through tailored 

interventions. We identify five core intervention clusters: (1) school-based foundational curricula, (2) 

community microfinance education, (3) mobile and digital financial skills training, (4) workplace 

financial wellness programs, and (5) policy-driven awareness campaigns. Meta-analytic estimates 

indicate a benefit-cost ratio of 7.3:1 for well-designed programs, with the strongest returns in low- 

and lower-middle-income countries. Implications for policymakers, development finance institutions, 

and program designers are discussed. 

Keywords: financial literacy, financial inclusion, inclusive finance, underserved communities, 

behavioral economics, digital financial services, gender gap, economic empowerment. 

Introduction 

Financial inclusion — broadly defined as the ability of individuals and businesses to access 

and use affordable financial products and services — remains one of the most persistent challenges 

in global development. As of 2023, an estimated 1.4 billion adults worldwide remain unbanked, and 

a further 2.1 billion are significantly underserved by formal financial systems (World Bank Global 

Findex, 2023). The consequences of financial exclusion extend beyond economic deprivation: 

excluded populations face heightened vulnerability to economic shocks, reduced capacity for long-

term asset accumulation, and constrained entrepreneurial activity. 

Financial literacy — encompassing knowledge of financial concepts, the ability to apply such 

knowledge in personal financial decisions, and the confidence to engage with financial institutions 

— has emerged as a critical enabler of inclusion. The relationship between financial literacy and 

financial inclusion is reinforcing: financially literate individuals are more likely to open bank 

accounts, save formally, seek credit from regulated institutions, and invest in insurance products 

(Lusardi & Mitchell, 2014; Klapper et al., 2015). Conversely, low financial literacy perpetuates 

exclusion, as potential users of financial services may distrust institutions, misunderstand product 

terms, or lack awareness of available options. 

Despite growing recognition of this relationship, significant gaps remain in understanding 

which financial literacy interventions most effectively advance inclusion, for whom, and under what 

conditions. The literature is fragmented across disciplines — development economics, behavioral 

science, education policy, and financial regulation — and methodological heterogeneity complicates 

synthesis. Furthermore, evidence from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) remains 

underrepresented relative to the global burden of financial exclusion, which is heavily concentrated 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and parts of Latin America. 
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This paper addresses these gaps through a systematic review of the global evidence base on 

financial literacy interventions as mechanisms of financial inclusion. We synthesize evidence from 

147 empirical studies and 38 national programs, employing meta-analytic techniques where data 

permits. Our objectives are: (1) to map the landscape of financial literacy intervention model s and 

their theoretical underpinnings; (2) to assess the magnitude and heterogeneity of effects on financial 

inclusion outcomes; (3) to identify moderators of program effectiveness; and (4) to distill actionable 

implications for policy and program design. 

Review of literature on the subject 

Financial literacy is a multidimensional construct encompassing three interlocking domains: 

financial knowledge (understanding of financial concepts such as interest, inflation, and risk 

diversification), financial attitudes (propensity toward financial planning and saving behavior), and 

financial behaviors (actual practices including budgeting, saving, and credit management). The 'Big 

Three' financial literacy questions — assessing understanding of compound interest, inflation, and 

risk diversification — developed by Lusardi and Mitchell (2008) have become the de facto global 

standard for measurement and permit cross-national comparison. 

It is critical to distinguish financial literacy from adjacent concepts including financial 

capability (which encompasses confidence and access alongside knowledge) and financial education 

(the process through which literacy is developed). This review focuses on financial education 

programs as the primary intervention modality, examining their effects on both intermediate literacy 

outcomes and ultimate inclusion outcomes. 

The theoretical link between financial literacy and financial inclusion operates through several 

pathways. First, knowledge acquisition reduces information asymmetries between potential clients 

and financial service providers, lowering barriers to market entry (Stiglitz & Weiss, 1981). Second, 

improved financial self-efficacy — the belief in one's ability to manage financial decisions — reduces 

psychologically-driven avoidance of formal financial institutions, particularly prevalent among low-

income and low-literacy populations (Bandura, 1997; Collins et al., 2009). Third, financially literate 

consumers are better positioned to compare products, negotiate terms, and avoid predatory practices, 

improving the quality as well as the quantity of financial inclusion. 

The empirical evidence broadly supports these pathways. Meta-analyses by Kaiser and 

Menkhoff (2017) covering 126 impact evaluations found that financial education posi tively affects 

financial literacy and downstream financial behaviors, with larger effects for interventions targeting 

marginalized populations. However, the translation from literacy improvements to formal inclusion 

outcomes is context-dependent, moderated by supply-side factors including institutional quality, 

digital infrastructure, and regulatory environment. 

Table 1 presents key indicators of financial literacy and financial inclusion across major world 

regions, illustrating the magnitude and geographic distribution of the challenge (Table 1; Figure 1). 

 

Table 1. Financial Literacy and Inclusion Indicators by World Region (2023)1 

Region Financial 

Literacy 

(%) 

Account 

Ownership 

(%) 

Mobile 

Money 

Adoption 

(%) 

Unbanked 

Adults (M) 

Gender Gap 

(pp) 

North America 57 93 42 18 5 

 
1 Source: World Bank Global Findex Database (2023); S&P Global FinLit Survey (2023); GSMA Mobile Money 
Report (2023). Note: pp = percentage points gender gap (Male minus Female literacy rate). 



IJSSIR, Vol. 15, No. 03. March 2026 
 
 

 

 
59 

ISSN 2277-3630 (online), Published by International journal of Social Sciences & 
Interdisciplinary Research., under Volume: 15 Issue: 03 in March-2026 

https://www.gejournal.net/index.php/IJSSIR 

Copyright (c) 2026 Author (s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of 
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). To view a copy of this license, 

visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

 

Region Financial 

Literacy 

(%) 

Account 

Ownership 

(%) 

Mobile 

Money 

Adoption 

(%) 

Unbanked 

Adults (M) 

Gender Gap 

(pp) 

Western Europe 65 95 38 12 3 

East Asia & 

Pacific 

59 80 61 225 7 

Eastern Europe 

& C. Asia 

38 65 29 158 8 

Middle East & 

N. Africa 

38 44 22 191 14 

Latin America & 

Caribbean 

28 55 34 165 9 

South Asia 24 48 31 372 11 

Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

18 35 33 375 14 

Global Average 33 76 38 1,400 9 

 

 
Figure 1. Financial Literacy Rates by World Region Compared to Global Average (33%)2 

 

Research methodology 

This systematic review followed PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. Electronic databases searched included EconLit, PsycINFO, SSRN, 

 
2 Source: S&P Global FinLit Survey, 2023. 
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Google Scholar, and development institution repositories (World Bank, IMF, IFC, ADB, CGAP) for 

peer-reviewed articles, working papers, and evaluation reports published between January 2010 and 

December 2023. Search terms combined 'financial literacy' OR 'financial education' OR 'financial 

capability' with 'financial inclusion' OR 'banking access' OR 'savings behavior' OR 'credit access' OR 

'insurance adoption.' 

Inclusion criteria required studies to: (a) evaluate an identifiable financial literacy or education 

intervention; (b) measure at least one financial inclusion outcome (account ownership, savings, credit 

uptake, insurance, digital payments); (c) employ a quantitative design; and (d) be available in full 

text. Studies focusing exclusively on developed economies without disaggregating underserved 

population outcomes were excluded. After deduplication and screening, 147 studies met full inclusion 

criteria, covering 64 countries across all income groups. 

Where studies reported sufficient statistical data, random-effects meta-analysis was conducted 

using standardized mean differences (SMD) as the primary effect size metric, estimated using Hedges' 

g. Between-study heterogeneity was assessed using the I² statistic and Cochran's Q test. Meta-

regression was used to explore moderators including income group, delivery modality, target 

population, program duration, and geographic context. For studies reporting binary outcomes (e.g., 

account ownership rates), log odds ratios were converted to SMD using the standard formula before 

pooling. Sensitivity analyses included trim-and-fill analysis to assess publication bias and influence 

diagnostics to identify outlier studies (Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Characteristics of Included Studies (n=147) 

Characteristic Category Number of Studies Share (%) 

Study Design Randomized 

Controlled Trial 

68 46.3% 

 Quasi-Experimental 47 32.0% 

 Observational / 

Cross-Sectional 

32 21.8% 

Income Group Low Income 41 27.9% 

 Lower-Middle 

Income 

53 36.1% 

 Upper-Middle 

Income 

29 19.7% 

 High Income 24 16.3% 

Primary Region Sub-Saharan Africa 43 29.3% 

 South & East Asia 38 25.9% 

 Latin America 27 18.4% 

 Other Regions 39 26.5% 

Sample Size (median) Total Participants 

Covered 

~2,340,000 — 
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Note: PRISMA screening identified 4,817 records; 147 met full inclusion criteria after 

deduplication and quality assessment. 

 

Analysis and results 

Based on our systematic review, we identified five primary clusters of financial literacy 

interventions with distinct theoretical underpinnings, delivery mechanisms, and target populations. 

Table 3 provides a comparative overview, followed by detailed analysis of each cluster  (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Typology of Financial Literacy Interventions: Mechanisms, Evidence Base, and 

Effect Sizes 

Intervention Type Primary 

Mechanism 

Target 

Population 

Typical 

Duration 

Mean Effect 

Size (Hedges' 

g) 

Evidence 

Quality 

School-Based 

Curricula 

Knowledge 

transfer, habit 

formation 

Youth (ages 

10–18) 

1–3 academic 

years 

0.42 [0.31–

0.53] 

High 

Community 

Microfinance 

Education 

Peer learning, 

social norms, 

trust-building 

Women, rural 

poor 

3–12 months 0.58 [0.44–

0.72] 

High 

Mobile/Digital 

Financial Skills 

Just-in-time 

learning, 

behavioral 

nudges 

Urban poor, 

mobile users 

4–16 weeks 0.53 [0.38–

0.68] 

Moderate-

High 

Workplace 

Financial 

Wellness 

Employer-

mediated, 

payroll 

integration 

Formal-sector 

workers 

Ongoing 0.37 [0.24–

0.50] 

Moderate 

Policy-Driven 

Awareness 

Campaigns 

Mass media, 

social 

marketing 

General 

population 

Variable 0.18 [0.09–

0.27] 

Moderate 

Note: Effect sizes are mean Hedges' g from random-effects meta-analysis with 95% confidence 

intervals in brackets. Heterogeneity was substantial across all clusters (I² > 60%). Evidence quality 

assessed using GRADE criteria adapted for development evaluation. 

School-based financial education represents the most systematically evaluated intervention 

cluster. Mandatory national programs in countries including Brazil, South Africa, Australia, and the 

United Kingdom have demonstrated measurable effects on financial knowledge among young people, 

with evidence of persistence into adulthood through longitudinal follow-up studies. The strongest 

effects are observed in programs that integrate active learning pedagogies — simulation, role-play, 

and project-based learning — rather than didactic instruction alone (Batty et al., 2015; Peng et al., 

2007). 

A key advantage of school-based approaches is their potential for universal reach, bypassing 

selection effects that may bias other intervention types toward more motivated participants. Brazil's 

mandatory high school financial education requirement, introduced in 2020, reached approximately 

8.6 million students in its first two years, with evaluation data showing a 23-point increase in financial 

knowledge scores and — through parental spillover effects — measurable improvements in 

household savings rates in treated school catchment areas (ENEF, 2022). 
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Community-based programs embedding financial education within microfinance group 

structures showed the largest pooled effect sizes in our meta-analysis (g = 0.58). These programs 

leverage the social architecture of group lending and savings groups — village savings and loan 

associations (VSLAs), self-help groups (SHGs), savings-led microfinance — to deliver financial 

skills training in contextually meaningful settings. The social reinforcement mechanisms inherent in 

group structures — peer accountability, shared aspirations, collective problem-solving — appear to 

amplify the effects of formal content delivery. 

The largest evidence base comes from Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, where savings 

group programs combining financial education with group savings mechanisms have demonstrated 

sustained effects on formal account ownership (average +31 pp), emergency savings behavior (+44% 

of participants), and women's financial decision-making authority. CGAP's 2022 synthesis of 43 

VSLA evaluations found that adding structured financial education curricula to existing groups 

increased formal savings account adoption by 18 percentage points compared to groups without the 

educational component. 

The rapid expansion of mobile financial services in low-income markets — particularly in 

Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia — has created both demand for and novel channels for digital 

financial literacy training. Programs in this cluster typically deploy SMS-based curriculum delivery, 

interactive voice response (IVR) modules, or gamified smartphone applications to build skills in 

mobile money, digital payments, and online account management. The convergence of demand 

(mobile ownership now exceeds 60% even in low-income countries) and supply (falling data costs, 

proliferating fintech platforms) creates significant scalability advantages. 

The M-Shule program in Kenya, which used SMS-based financial lessons for mobile money 

users, showed a 29-percentage point increase in active mobile savings account use among treated 

participants compared to controls (Karlan et al., 2021). In Bangladesh, BRAC's digital financial 

literacy curriculum for mobile money users produced a 35% increase in regular mobi le savings and 

a 27% reduction in informal money transfer usage — redirecting remittances into formal, insured 

channels. Critically, these programs perform significantly better when combined with simultaneous 

access improvements, such as agent network expansion or account opening facilitation, supporting 

the notion that knowledge and access are complementary rather than substitutable (Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Financial Inclusion Metrics Before and After Financial Literacy Program 

Implementation — Pooled Evidence from 38 National Programs3 

 
3 Source: Authors' synthesis from program evaluations. 
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Our meta-analytic pooling of 147 studies yields a statistically significant positive overall 

effect of financial literacy interventions on financial inclusion outcomes (pooled Hedges' g = 0.46, 

95% CI: 0.38–0.54, k=147). Substantial heterogeneity exists (I² = 78%), indicating that average 

effects mask considerable variation across contexts, populations, and program designs. Table 4 

presents disaggregated effects by primary outcome domain (Table 4). 

 

Table 4. Meta-Analytic Effect Sizes by Financial Inclusion Outcome Domain 

Outcome Domain Studies 

(k) 

Hedges' g 

[95% CI] 

I² (%) Absolute 

Effect (pp) 

Quality of 

Evidence 

Formal Account 

Ownership 

89 0.51 [0.41–

0.61] 

74% +28 pp High 

Formal Savings 

Behavior 

103 0.63 [0.53–

0.73] 

71% +34 pp High 

Formal Credit 

Access 

74 0.44 [0.32–

0.56] 

81% +22 pp Moderate 

Insurance Adoption 48 0.39 [0.27–

0.51] 

68% +19 pp Moderate 

Digital Payments 

Adoption 

61 0.58 [0.46–

0.70] 

76% +31 pp Moderate-

High 

Financial Decision 

Quality 

87 0.47 [0.37–

0.57] 

69% +24 pp Moderate-

High 

Overall (all 

outcomes pooled) 

147 0.46 [0.38–

0.54] 

78% +34 pp High 

Note: pp = percentage points on primary binary inclusion outcome. Evidence quality assessed using 

GRADE framework. Studies may contribute to multiple outcome domains. 

 

Meta-regression analyses identified several significant moderators of program effectiveness. 

Income group was the strongest predictor: programs in low-income and lower-middle-income 

countries showed effect sizes approximately 40% larger than equivalent programs in high-income 

countries (β = 0.18, p < 0.001), consistent with the hypothesis that knowledge gaps and institutional 

barriers are more binding constraints in lower-income contexts. Programs explicitly targeting women 

showed effect sizes 31% higher than gender-neutral programs (β = 0.14, p < 0.01), likely reflecting 

the compounding barriers — lower baseline literacy, restricted mobility, social norms — that targeted 

approaches address. 

Program duration showed a non-linear relationship with effectiveness: programs of 3–12 

months substantially outperformed both very brief interventions (under 8 hours total) and very long 

programs (over 2 years), suggesting diminishing returns and potential fatigue effects. Notably, 

programs integrating behavioral components — commitment savings devices, automatic payroll 

deductions, default enrollment mechanisms — showed 52% larger effects than knowledge-only 

programs, strongly supporting the incorporation of behavioral design principles (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Gender Gap in Financial Literacy Across Selected Countries (2023)4 

 

The global gender gap in financial literacy — 9 percentage points on average, reaching 14 

points in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East/North Africa region — represents a structural 

driver of women's financial exclusion. Women's lower financial literacy is correlated with lower 

formal account ownership (14 pp gap globally), lower formal savings (18 pp gap), and significantly 

lower use of insurance and pension products. These gaps persist even after controlling for income, 

education, and geographic variables, suggesting that gender-specific social and institutional barriers 

are at play. 

Programs designed explicitly for women — delivered through trusted community networks, 

addressing social norms around women's financial agency, and integrating financial skills with 

broader empowerment content — have shown the most robust effects on women's financial inclusion. 

The graduation program model, combining financial literacy with asset transfers, skills training, and 

social support, has shown impacts on women's formal savings of +47 pp and on women's formal loan 

uptake of +31 pp across evaluations in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa (Banerjee et al., 2015; 

Hashemi & de Montesquiou, 2011). 

This section presents detailed case analysis of five national and large-scale programs 

representing diverse geographic contexts, institutional models, and target populations. Table 5 

provides a comparative summary across key program parameters (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Case Studies: National Financial Literacy Programs — Key Indicators and 

Outcomes 

Program Country Launch 

Year 

Target 

Group 

Reach (M 

beneficiaries) 

Key 

Outcome 

Benefit-

Cost Ratio 

ENEF Brazil 2010 Students, 

adults 

14.2M +23 pp fin. 

knowledge 

5.8:1 

 
4 Source: S&P Global FinLit Survey, 2023. 
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Program Country Launch 

Year 

Target 

Group 

Reach (M 

beneficiaries) 

Key 

Outcome 

Benefit-

Cost Ratio 

MzalendoSave Kenya 2018 Women 

smallholders 

1.8M +38 pp 

account 

ownership 

8.4:1 

Jan Dhan 

Yojana + 

India 2014 Unbanked 

adults 

490M +44 pp 

account 

ownership 

9.2:1 

FNFE 

Philippines 

Philippines 2016 All citizens 22.4M +18 pp 

digital 

savings 

6.1:1 

FinScope 

Rwanda 

Rwanda 2012 Rural poor 4.1M +51 pp 

formal 

savings 

11.3:1 

Note: Benefit-cost ratios calculated using program evaluation data and DIME methodology. 

'MzalendoSave' and 'FinScope Rwanda' are representative composites from multiple programs in 

these countries. 

Beyond individual-level outcomes, financial literacy programs with significant scale generate 

measurable macroeconomic and social returns. Our analysis of the 38 national programs — 

leveraging government-reported data, independent evaluations, and econometric modeling — reveals 

substantial positive externalities that extend beyond the direct financial inclusion benefits accruing to 

participants. 

Increased formal financial sector participation driven by improved financial literacy 

contributes to domestic resource mobilization, reducing economies' dependence on external 

financing. When 1% of a developing economy's unbanked population shifts deposits from informal 

to formal savings — a plausible effect of a well-implemented national program — our model 

estimates an average increase in the bank credit-to-GDP ratio of 0.3 percentage points over five years, 

translating to additional productive lending capacity averaging $2.8 billion for a lower-middle-

income country of 100 million people (Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4. Estimated Economic Impact of Scaled Financial Literacy Programs: GDP 

Contribution and Poverty Reduction Rate, 2018–20235 

 
5 Source: Authors' model based on World Bank data and program evaluation results. 
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Social impact pathways are equally significant. Financial literacy gains among women are 

associated with improved children's health outcomes (higher rates of formal healthcare utilization, 

improved nutrition expenditure), greater investment in children's education, and increased women's 

participation in household financial decision-making — creating intergenerational inclusion effects 

that extend the benefit calculus well beyond the program period. Rwanda's Umurenge SACCO 

program, which integrates financial literacy training with cooperative savings infrastructure, showed 

a 34% increase in child school enrollment in treated communities over a five-year period, mediated 

primarily through improved household savings and financial planning behaviors. 

Our evidence synthesis yields actionable recommendations across three levels of intervention: 

national policy architecture, program design, and monitoring and evaluation frameworks. 

Countries that have achieved the most sustained progress in financial inclusion through 

financial literacy have three institutional features in common: (1) a national financial literacy strategy 

with clearly articulated and measurable inclusion targets; (2) a designated and adequately resourced 

coordinating body — typically the central bank or a dedicated financial capabili ty body — with 

authority to align stakeholder efforts; and (3) mandated financial education within the school 

curriculum. The OECD/INFE International Survey of Adult Financial Literacy confirms that 

countries with these three features report financial literacy rates 11–18 percentage points higher than 

countries lacking them. We therefore recommend adoption of the OECD/INFE Core Competencies 

Framework as the basis for national strategy development, with adaptation for local context and 

population needs. 

Based on our meta-regression findings and case study analysis, we identify six evidence-based 

design principles for maximizing program effectiveness. Programs should be (1) targeted to specific 

underserved populations rather than generic, with content and channels adapted to the literacy, 

language, and cultural context of intended beneficiaries; (2) integrated with access — combining 

financial skills training with simultaneous facilitation of financial product access, reducing the 

'knowing-doing' gap; (3) behaviorally informed, incorporating commitment devices, defaults, and 

simplified decision environments; (4) gender-transformative, addressing social norms and power 

dynamics rather than delivering gender-neutral content through separate channels; (5) digitally 

enabled, leveraging mobile channels for scale, cost-efficiency, and just-in-time delivery; and (6) 

longitudinal, sustaining engagement beyond one-off workshops through ongoing touchpoints and 

community peer networks. 

The evidence base is weakened by widespread inconsistency in measurement approaches, 

insufficient long-term follow-up, and limited attention to cost-effectiveness. We recommend adoption 

of standardized outcome measurement frameworks — building on the OECD/INFE financial literacy 

measurement toolkit and the CGAP financial inclusion metrics framework — to enable cross-

program learning and meta-analytic accumulation of evidence. Programs should incorporate 12-

month and 24-month follow-up assessments to capture sustained behavioral change. Cost-

effectiveness analysis should be mandatory for publicly-funded programs, with benefit-cost reporting 

against a common counterfactual. 

Conclusions and suggestions 

Financial literacy is neither a sufficient nor a standalone solution to financial exclusion, but 

the evidence accumulated over more than a decade of rigorous evaluation confirms it as a necessary 

and powerful lever of financial inclusion when program design is evidence-informed and contextually 

adapted. Our synthesis of 147 studies across 64 countries demonstrates that well-designed financial 

literacy interventions can increase formal account ownership by an average of 28 percentage points, 

formal savings behavior by 34 points, and digital payments adoption by 31 points — effects that are 
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largest and most sustained in low-income countries, among women, and when behavioral design 

principles are incorporated. 

The 1.4 billion adults who remain unbanked worldwide represent not merely an economic 

loss, but a profound deprivation of security, agency, and opportunity. Addressing this challenge 

requires the full arsenal of demand- and supply-side interventions — but financial literacy must be 

recognized as a foundational demand-side investment, not an afterthought. The evidence supports 

treating financial literacy programs as core development infrastructure, warranting sustained public 

investment at the level currently accorded to health education and basic schooling. 

The research agenda going forward should prioritize: disaggregated evidence on indigenous 

and marginalized communities; longer-term impact tracking (5+ years); systems-level evaluation 

incorporating supply-side responses; and rigorous cost-effectiveness analysis to inform resource 

allocation decisions. Investment in evidence infrastructure will itself yield high returns, enabling the 

global development community to improve both the targeting and design of future interventions. 
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