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Financial Inclusion At-a-Glance
•   1.7 billion adults worldwide (31% of the total)  

do not have a bank account. 

•   The world’s 1.7 billion unbanked represent  
more than 70% of global poverty.

•   In contrast, only 6.7% of the U.S. adult  
population is unbanked.

•   In developing economies, there is a 9% gap  
in bank account participation between men  
and women. 

•   In emerging markets, 200 million small-  
and midsize businesses lack access to  
financial services.

Data as of 12/31/2017. Sources: World Bank’s Global Findex Database 2017 and the U.N. 
Secretary-General’s Special Advocate for Inclusive Finance for Development (accessed 
January 5, 2022).

Nearly one-third of the world’s adult population and a significant percentage of small- 
and medium-size businesses lack access to basic financial services. Exclusion from 
basic banking, credit, investments, payment systems and insurance is most common 
among the world’s poorest populations, rural areas and emerging economies. 

Financial inclusion means that convenient and affordable access to financial products 
and services is available to everyone, regardless of income or assets. It benefits 
underserved groups by helping them manage changing financial circumstances, invest 
for the future and emerge from poverty. Analyses show that improving financial inclu-
sion rates could significantly boost GDP in various emerging and frontier markets 
around the world.

Financial inclusion also strengthens the overall financial system by increasing trans-
parency, reducing costs and helping a larger percentage of a country’s population to 
approach economic stability. 

This report examines the state of financial inclusion among the world’s poorest 
populations and its impact on global economic growth. We note steps taken by 
governments and industry groups to increase financial participation among the 
underserved. Finally, we explore how technology is helping to boost financial partici-
pation. We believe that encouraging this trend could help achieve U.N. Sustainable 
Development Goals 1 (No Poverty) and 10 (Reduced Inequalities).
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Financial Exclusion Leaves 
Many in Poverty
Many adults fail to achieve financial stability simply 
because they lack access to basic financial services 
and therefore have no easy way to save, invest or 
borrow to help meet their financial needs and goals. 
For the same reason, homeownership or building  
a financial cushion is beyond the reach of many.  
And, without access to financial services, few options 
exist to launch or expand a small business. These 
conditions are detrimental to these individuals’ well-
being and stifle economic growth in their countries.

In addition to being unable to save and invest for the 
future, the financially excluded are disproportionately 
exposed to the challenges of economic uncertainty. 
Without health insurance or basic property and 
casualty insurance, they cannot protect themselves, 
their families or their businesses from financial 
emergencies. The financially underserved must also 
contend with the risk and inconvenience of using 
cash for most financial transactions, including getting 
paid for work, receiving payments from government 
programs and paying their bills.

These conditions are particularly prevalent in 
developing markets (Figure 1), and the economic 
implications are significant. Economists estimate that 
improving financial inclusion rates would boost GDP 
by approximately 14% in large emerging markets, 
such as India, and up to 30% in frontier markets, 
such as Cambodia, Morocco and Tanzania.1 
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1 Luca Ventura, “World’s Most Unbanked Countries 2021,” Global Finance, February 17, 2021.
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Fig. 1 Much of the Developing World  
Remains Unbanked 

Data as of 10/15/18.
Source: Global Financial Inclusion Database, World Bank.
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There is growing optimism that financial inclusion 
can be improved through international agencies, 
governmental bodies and corporate entities. 

Agencies
Several international financial organizations, including 
the Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI), World Bank 
Group (WBG) and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), have initiated programs with governments 
and corporations designed to increase participation 
in established financial systems. 

The WBG and IMF have created Financial Sector 
Assessment Programs (FSAPs) that include nine 
primary policy goals to improve financial access 
and increase financial inclusion. These FSAPs 
encourage governments to implement national 
financial inclusion strategies to:

•  Improve regulatory environments.

•   Promote government payments through  
reliable systems. 

•  Support technological innovation.

•  Champion financial literacy education.

The AFI, a policy leadership alliance of central banks 
and financial regulatory organizations, is committed 
to helping policymakers increase financial inclusion 
among underserved populations. 

Governments
Since 2010, more than 55 nations have committed 
to improving financial inclusion, and more than 60 
have instituted formal national strategies to pursue 

this goal.2 In 2018, the G-20 (an intergovernmental 
forum of 19 large countries and the European Union 
that works to address major global economic issues) 
issued a communiqué detailing high-level principles 
for digital financial inclusion.3 The statement focuses 
on inclusion for vulnerable groups and small- and 
midsize businesses to level the playing field. 

Helping the unbanked open a transaction account 
is the first step toward financial inclusion and 
mandating digital delivery of government payments 
has significantly increased account adoption. 
Increasing bank account ownership can reduce 
corruption and tax evasion and help governments  
more effectively pay subsidies. 

India has been particularly successful in implementing  
centrally sponsored programs to increase financial 
inclusion. Under the Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan 
Yojana (PMJDY) program, for example, as of October 
2018 participants had opened over 432 million bank 
accounts, and PMJDY had issued more than 313 
million debit cards. The program provides participants 
with an interest-bearing savings account, debit card, 
direct benefit transfer card and overdraft protection.4  

Establishing and using a transaction account is 
often a gateway to other financial services, including 
saving, investing and insurance. Participating in the 
financial system helps individuals better control their 
finances, make long-term financial plans and reduce 
financial uncertainty.

Corporations
Agencies and governments are partnering with the 
private sector to achieve financial inclusion goals. 
Many corporations are mindful of the environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) and U.N. SDG  
aspects of improving financial conditions in 
underserved communities. 

After evaluating ESG risks and upside return 
potential, companies have taken the initiative to 
introduce new financial products and services  
that are both accessible and profitable. Traditional 
banks, non-bank financial institutions, telecoms 
and fintech firms have all entered the field. Mobile 
banking and related apps, digital assets, point of 
sale (POS) digital payments, microlending and 
microinsurance are helping bring previously  
excluded individuals and businesses into the  
financial system.

The switch to digital transactions from cash is 
happening faster in many emerging markets than 
in developed economies. For example, from 2020 to 
2024 the number of debit and credit cardholders is 
forecasted to rise by 5.8% in the Philippines and 
5.5% in Indonesia, according to the Financial Times. 
In Vietnam, the Times reports that initiatives aimed 
at increasing financial inclusion and growth in the 
use of prepaid cards are expected to drive payment 
card market penetration close to 50% by 2025.5 

2 “Financial Inclusion,” The World Bank, October 2, 2018.
3 Communiqué, Third G20 Meeting of Finance Ministers & Central Bank Governors, July 21-22, 2018, Buenos Aires, Argentina.
4 “Scheme Details,” PMJDY Program, Department of Financial Services, Ministry of Finance, Government of India. Accessed January 5, 2022.
5 Nick Huber, “Emerging markets ‘leapfrog’ the west in digital payments race,” Financial Times, November 30, 2021. 
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Public and Private Sectors Partner to Increase Financial Inclusion
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Technology Supports Increased 
Financial Inclusion
Technology continues to drive financial inclusion 
rates higher. This reflects new uses for existing 
technologies among established institutions and 
fintech innovators. It is important to note that while  
a sizable chunk of the world’s adult population  
is unbanked, about two-thirds of this group  
own smartphones.8  

Understandably, mobile banking accounts have 
become one of the most successful ways of 
introducing adults to the financial system (Figure 3). 

In Indonesia, Bank Rakyat’s ATM-like financial kiosks 
and wire transfer offices have helped new account 
holders deposit, withdraw, borrow and lend money in 
remote rural locations. 

Microfinance institutions (MFIs) that provide 
microloans and other financial services in impover-
ished areas are expanding microlending and 
microtransfers, often through digital devices. The 
ability to obtain credit and make micropayments  
is a great boost to small businesses that had 
previously lacked access to essential working  
capital management tools.

6 Timothy Ogden, “Learning from Financial Inclusion Research: What Should We Expect?” CGAP Blog, April 3, 2019.
7 Alexander Popov, “Evidence on finance and economic growth,” European Central Bank Working Paper No. 2115, December 2017.
8 World Bank, Global Findex Database 2017.
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Measuring the Impact of Financial 
Inclusion Is Challenging
While looking for statistics that link financial 
inclusion to economic growth is tempting, 
academic research indicates that individual 
measures are hard to find. For example, as 
shown in Figure 2, wide disparities exist 
within and between regions. The impact of 
financial inclusion on individual households  
is often not readily apparent because the 
“impact of any intervention is likely to be 
dispersed through the system.”6 Nonetheless, 
research shows the connection between 
financial inclusion and economic growth  
is strong.7
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Fear of fraud and a lack of trust are among the 
greatest hurdles to adopting digital finance tools. 
Advances in fintech, such as biometrics and 
blockchain, are helping to reduce security risks 
and allow secure peer-to-peer (P2P), business-to-
consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) 
transactions. Growing confidence in the system 
helped the mobile payments market to surpass 
US$500 billion in 2020.9

In summary, technology’s role in expanding financial 
inclusion involves several critical steps on the part 
of traditional financial institutions, either alone or in 
partnership with newer digital entrants:10

•   Creating a bespoke, customer-focused  
digital experience.

•   Generating tech-focused solutions to  
introduce financial products and services  
to the underserved.

•   Tapping into artificial intelligence and Big Data  
to better understand and offer customized  
digital solutions.

•   Fostering trust and loyalty with safe and secure 
processes, such as blockchain and biometrics.

9 Damjan Jugovic Spajic, “Mobile Banking Statistics That Show Wallets Are a Thing of the Past, DataProt, March 17, 2021.” 
10 Alexander Jones, “How Technology is Boosting Financial Inclusion Around the Globe,” International Banker, June 14, 2021.
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Mobile Accounts Have Skyrocketed  
in Many Emerging Markets

Fig. 3
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Both HDFC Bank and Bank 
Rakyat are well-positioned to 
bring financial services to rural 
and semi-urban areas. Through 
their efforts, underserved 
pop-ulations can more easily 
participate in the broader 
economy and achieve a better 
quality of life. 

Two Banks Positioned to Make an Impact 
The bulk of the historical evidence indicates that, on average, financial development has a positive effect on economic growth.11 
This is likely to create a virtuous cycle whereby banks that promote and enable financial inclusion benefit both directly and 
indirectly from the economic growth it fosters. 

HDFC Bank, a banking and financial services firm 
headquartered in Mumbai, India, is the country’s largest 
private sector bank in terms of assets and market 
capitalization. As of July 2021, HDFC Bank had more than 
US$120 billion in assets.

•   HDFC Bank has substantial capacity to serve small-  
to midsize enterprises (SMEs) through its dedicated 
business channels and has made significant efforts to 
reach the underbanked and disadvantaged segments  
of India’s rural population.

•   As of March 2020, 52% of HDFC Bank’s total banking 
outlets are in semi-urban and rural locations. The bank 
lends to a variety of clients, including SMEs and the 
Agriculture sector.

•   HDFC has strong mechanisms that incorporate best 
practices to support its customers, including ombudsman 
services and loan modification programs to assist 
customers facing financial difficulties. These initiatives 
help make the bank a leader in product safety. Further-
more, HDFC Bank is rapidly developing a solid framework 
to assess lending transactions for relevant environmental 
and social risks.

PT Bank Rakyat (BRI), the second-largest bank in 
Indonesia, is the leader in the small-scale and microfinance 
markets. It holds close to one-fifth of all loans and deposits 
in the country.

•   BRI has more than 10,000 facilities, including regional 
and branch offices, cash offices, and micro and mobile 
outlets in Indonesia. The bank has more than 40 million 
retail clients and employs more than 125,000 people. 

•   BRI offers extensive branch and branchless network 
services to many underbanked markets, providing credit 
to small businesses. The bank processed 409 million 
transactions through the first quarter of 2021, up fourfold 
year-over-year. Its BRILink program reaches rural 
customers through a mobile app, even in areas lacking 
access to 3G/4G networks.

•   The bank provides small business loans, increasing 
financial participation for many who previously lacked 
access to financial services. In 2021, about 65% of 
business loans were disbursed to micro, small and 
midsize enterprises (MSMEs). The bank has increased 
its activity in the ultra-micro sector, where loans average 
less than 10 million rupiahs (US$690).
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11 Alexander Popov, “Evidence on finance and economic growth,” European Central Bank Working Paper No. 2115, December 2017.

Sources: HDFC Annual Business Responsibility Report 2020-21, HDFC Bank Integrated Annual Report 
2020-21, HDFC Sustainability Report FY2019-20, American Century Investments.

Data as of 12/31/2020 unless otherwise noted. Sources: BRI Sustainability Report 2021, American 
Century Investments.
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ESG Definition 
ESG Integrated: An investment strategy that integrates Environmental, Social and 
Governance (“ESG”) factors aims to make investment decisions through the analysis 
of ESG factors alongside other financial variables in an effort to deliver superior, 
long-term, risk-adjusted returns. The degree to which ESG integration impacts a 
portfolio’s holdings may vary based on the portfolio manager’s materiality assess-
ment. Therefore, ESG factors may limit the investment opportunities available, and 
the portfolio may perform differently than those that do not incorporate ESG factors. 
Portfolio managers have ultimate discretion in how ESG issues may impact a port-
folio’s holdings, and depending on their analysis, investment decisions may not be 
affected by ESG factors. 
The opinions expressed are those of the portfolio team and are no guarantee of the 
future performance of any American Century Investments portfolio. This information 
is for an educational purpose only and is not intended to serve as investment ad-
vice. References to specific securities are for illustrative purposes only and are not 
intended as recommendations to purchase or sell securities. Opinions and estimates 
offered constitute our judgment and, along with other portfolio data, are subject to 
change without notice. 
This information is not intended as a personalized recommendation or fiduciary ad-
vice and should not be relied upon for investment, accounting, legal or tax advice. 
No offer of any security is made hereby. This material is provided for informational 

purposes only and does not constitute a recommendation of any investment strategy 
or product described herein. This material is directed to professional/ institutional cli-
ents only and should not be relied upon by retail investors or the public. The content 
of this document has not been reviewed by any regulatory authority. 
This promotion has been approved with limitations, in accordance with Section 21 
of the Financial Services and Markets Act, by American Century Investment Man-
agement (UK) Limited, which is authorized and regulated by the Financial Conduct 
Authority. This promotion is directed at persons having professional experience of 
participating in unregulated schemes and units to which the communication relates 
are available only to such persons. Persons who do not have professional experience 
in participation in unregulated schemes should not rely on it. 
American Century Investment Management (UK) Limited is registered in England 
and Wales. Registered number: 06520426. Registered office: 12 Henrietta Street, 4th 
Floor, London, WC2E 8LH. 
American Century Investment Management (Asia Pacific) Limited currently holds 
Type 1 and Type 4 registrations from the Securities and Futures Commission (SFC). 
American Century Investment Management, Inc. is not registered with the SFC. 
The material in this document is published for general informational purposes only. This 
document is not designed for the purpose of providing financial product or investment 
advice. The information contained in this document does not take into account your 

particular investment objectives, financial situation or investment needs. You should 
seek personal financial product or investment advice and consider whether the informa-
tion contained in this document is appropriate to your particular investment objectives, 
financial situation and investment needs before making an investment decision.
American Century Investment Management, Inc. is exempt from the requirement 
to hold an Australian financial services licence under the Corporations Act 2001 
(Cth) (Australian Corporations Act) in respect of the financial services it provides 
to “wholesale clients” for the purposes of the Australian Corporations Act and does 
not hold such a licence. 
American Century Investment Management, Inc. is regulated by the Securities and 
Exchange Commission under United States laws which differ from Australian laws. 
Any financial services given to any person by American Century Investment Man-
agement, Inc. in Australia are provided pursuant to ASIC Class Order [CO 03/1100]. 
American Century Investment Management, Inc. is not authorised by is the German 
Federal Financial Supervisory Authority (Bundesanstalt für Finanzdienstleistungsauf-
sicht (BaFin)). 
American Century Investments (EU) GmBH is registered with the German Federal 
Financial Supervisory Authority (Bundesanstalt für Finanzdienstleistungsaufsicht 
(BaFin)).
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The vast majority of American Century’s investment strategies are subject to the incorporation 
of ESG factors into the investment process employed by each strategy’s portfolio managers. 
When portfolio managers incorporate Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) factors 
into an investment strategy, they consider those issues in conjunction with traditional financial 

analysis. When selecting investments, portfolio managers incorporate ESG factors into the 
portfolio’s existing asset class, time horizon, and objectives. Therefore, ESG factors may limit 
the investment opportunities available, and the portfolio may perform differently than those that 
do not incorporate ESG factors. Portfolio managers have ultimate discretion in how ESG issues 

may impact a portfolio’s holdings, and depending on their analysis, investment decisions may 
not be affected by ESG factors.

*ESG Disclosures


