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A three-billion-person challenge: Decision time for financial-sector leaders

Financial-sector policymakers and financial service provi-
ders are facing both a real challenge and unique oppor-
tunity to drive economic inclusion for about three billion 
people and spur growth toward the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs).

The good news from the World Bank’s Global Findex Database 
2025 is that 79 percent of adults globally and 75 percent in 
low- and middle-income economies (LMIEs) now have a finan-
cial account of some kind. Mobile phones are even more ubi-
quitous, with 86 percent of adults globally and 84 percent in 
LMIEs having one, which in most contexts can be used to ac-
cess financial services. This means about four out of every five 
people have the potential to save safely and borrow prudently 
to meet their financial needs and the potential to pay and be 
paid digitally. This is good news for the individuals, their fami-
lies, and for these economies because, as the IMF has found, 
financial inclusion serves as a catalyst for both economic par-
ticipation and inclusive growth.

However, the majority of adults in LMIEs that have a financial 
account do not yet fully engage with the formal financial 
sector. Only 40 percent of adults in LMIEs (on average) saved 
formally and only 24 percent of adults in LMIEs (on average) 
borrowed from a formal financial service provider in the last 
year and even they do not necessarily have the type of credit 
they need.1 There are, therefore, about three billion people 
who could actively engage in the formal financial sector, and 
they present both a challenge for financial sector leaders and 
an opportunity for accelerating inclusive growth.

The main reasons adults in LMIEs do not use formal digital 
financial services are affordability, lack of trust in service provi-
ders, and lack of products to meet their needs. Rapid advances 
in digital public infrastructure (DPI) and artificial intelligence (AI) 
have the potential to directly tackle these challenges. Together 

they can reduce costs, increase trust, and tailor products for 
individuals, thereby improving lives and driving growth:

	y DPI has been endorsed by the Group of Twenty since 
India’s presidency in 2023.2 Ninety-seven countries 
now have DPI-like digital payments; sixty-four countries 
have digital IDs, and 103 have data exchange—together 
reducing costs and increasing trust.3

	y AI, by cheaply analyzing massive data sets, is turbochar-
ging cost reduction and product tailoring, which trans-
lates into greater affordability and access for people on 
lower incomes.4

Yet, there are potentially problematic aspects to these exciting 
innovations. DPI has the potential for loss of data privacy (if 
privacy by design is not embedded), for rent extraction (if not 
an open-source platform), and for government surveillance (if 
DPI safeguards are not central).5 AI has the potential to turbo-
charge fraud, scams, and identity theft and compromise trust.6 

Therefore, government financial-sector regulators and policy-
makers have urgent and important decisions to make about 
how to enact and enforce responsible guardrails in the fi-
nancial ecosystem. These guardrails are essential so new cus-
tomers have affordable, appropriate products, can trust their 
money and data are safe, and have effective recourse mecha-
nisms if problems occur. National coordination at the highest 
level is essential, regional approaches including policy harmo-
nization can be cost-effective, and urgency is imperative. Fi-
nancial-service leaders also have key decisions to make about 
how to design affordable and responsible financial products 
that build trust, enable resilience, and foster financial well-
being and economic growth. There is now a unique opportu-
nity for financial-sector leaders to unleash economic potential 
for three billion people and accelerate inclusive growth.

Executive summary

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex
https://www.imf.org/en/news/articles/2024/10/30/pr-24400-imf-releases-the-2024-financial-access-survey-results
https://www.imf.org/en/news/articles/2024/10/30/pr-24400-imf-releases-the-2024-financial-access-survey-results
https://www.gov.za/news/speeches/minister-solly-malatsi-opening-address-g20-digital-economy-working-group-29-sep-2025
https://www.dpi.global/
https://www.dpi.global/
https://dpimap.org/
https://dpimap.org/
https://www.cgap.org/blog/ais-promise-new-era-for-financial-inclusion
https://www.cgap.org/blog/ais-promise-new-era-for-financial-inclusion
https://unu.edu/egov/article/safeguarding-digital-public-infrastructure-global-imperative-sustainable-development
https://www.cgap.org/blog/ai-and-responsible-finance-double-edged-sword
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This is a report for global financial-sector leaders. That in-
cludes public and private-sector financial leaders. Leaders 
at banks and fintechs; government regulators, national and 
regional policymakers for the financial sector and digital eco-
nomy; as well as global standard setters; and multilateral finan-
cial-sector leaders.

This is a report about the three billion adults who are doing 
their jobs, running small businesses, sending their kids to 
school, and working for a better future.

It is about three billion adults who are economically active, typi-
cally living in middle- and low-income economies. They have, 
or soon will have, some kind of financial account and are sa-
ving and borrowing from family, friends, or nonformal sources 
such as money lenders, to pay for healthcare or housing, or 
invest for the future. They are the global majority.7

Now, because of rapid changes in financial technologies, there 
are both unique opportunities and challenges for financial ser-
vice providers of all kinds to serve them profitably and grow 
economies. It is a singular moment that comes once in a lifetime. 

This is a report that challenges financial-sector leaders to act 
so that these three billion people can increase their producti-
vity, expand their small businesses, create jobs, innovate, raise 
their incomes, and grow national and regional economies. It 
challenges them to build a fair, functional financial system for 
the majority and create wealth for their countries.

This report outlines the latest research and priorities for pu-
blic- and private-sector leaders to ensure their people can use 
a range of financial services to prepare for a better future. It 
describes a unique opportunity for three billion adults to have 
a more resilient future for themselves, their families and com-
munities.

Introduction

A new client is taught how to use mobile phone banking at South Africa’s Standard Bank. REUTERS/Mike Hutchings.

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/toward-a-financial-inclusion-agenda-for-the-global-majority/
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Four out of every five people globally have a financial account: 
This increase in financial inclusion will drive inclusive growth 
and accelerate progress toward the United Nations Sustai-
nable Development Goals—it is great news. 

Seventy-nine percent of adults globally and 75 percent in low- 
and middle-income economies (LMIEs) now have a financial 
account of some kind according to the World Bank’s Global 
Findex Database 2025: Connectivity and Financial Inclusion 
in the Digital Economy.8 In 2011, only 51 percent of adults had 
a financial account. This remarkable increase “is a success 
story for development,” wrote the authors of the World Bank 
report, because a financial account provides the gateway to 
a range of financial services to increase incomes and manage 
risk.9 This success is clearly illustrated with a focus on digital 
payments. This World Bank database first displayed collected 
data on digital payments in LMIEs in 2014. From 2014 to 2024, 
adults in LMIEs using digital payments increased from 34 
percent to 62 percent.10 There was a surge in digital payments 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, but the increase in their use 
has been maintained and continues. This ten-year trajectory is 
the key trend behind the good news. In other words, right now, 
three out of five adults in low- and middle-income economies 
are using digital payments. 

The International Monetary Fund is clear on why this is good 
news:11 

Financial inclusion serves as a catalyst not only for 
economic growth but crucially for inclusive growth. 
. . . Financial inclusion fuels economic expansion 
by enhancing savings and investments, smoothing 
consumption patterns, and reducing the vulnera-
bility of households and firms. Reliable and affor-
dable financial services, such as savings, credit, 
and insurance, empower society, particularly the 
underserved or excluded, to invest in their futures, 
manage consumption efficiently, and handle finan-
cial risks more effectively. 

The United Nations has also explained how access to fi-
nance plays a pivotal role in supporting the achievement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals. Digital financial inclusion 
can spur and quicken progress toward the SDGs, and create 
long-lasting social and economic impact for millions of people 
worldwide.12 Financial inclusion aids in reducing poverty (SDG 
1) and inequality (SDG 10) by providing access to financial ser-
vices for the poor and vulnerable, enhancing their ability to 
manage economic shocks. By facilitating access to credit for 
individuals and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), it 
supports decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), while 
encouraging entrepreneurship and job creation. Financial in-
clusion also promotes gender equality (SDG 5) by empowe-
ring women with financial services and control over resources. 

It enables families to invest in health (SDG 3) and education 
(SDG 4), improving well-being and educational outcomes. Ad-
ditionally, it underpins industry and innovation (SDG 9): “Access 
to financial services, particularly credit, allows existing firms to 
expand their services due to a greater investment in inventory, 
labor, and other means of production. An increase in the nu-
mber of MSMEs allows economies to create job opportunities 
for business owners and their employees,” referring to micro, 
small, and medium enterprises.13 

It is important to note that the gender gap in ownership of fi-
nancial accounts has dropped significantly from 10 percent in 
2014 to 5 percent in 2024. Seventy-three percent of women 
in low- and middle-income economies have accounts, up from 
50 percent in 2014.14 This matters: “Gender gaps indicate that 
productive human resources are under-developed, under-em-
ployed, and/or misallocated, with adverse effects on producti-
vity and growth,” according to the IMF’s Interim Guidance Note 
in Mainstreaming Gender.15 In other words, gender equality 
is “macrocritical.”16 The IMF goes on to explain that narrower 
gender gaps in opportunities such as education, health, and 
financial inclusion lead to better development, employment, 
and matches of skills with jobs. Reducing gender gaps can 
also improve the overall resilience of the economy to shocks 
and enhance prospective balance of payments stability by in-
creasing competitiveness and the variety of goods countries 
produce and export. Specifically, the IMF notes that “greater 
inclusion of women as users, providers, and regulators of fi-
nancial services has been associated with greater stability in 
the banking system.”17 

It is mobile phones which have helped the leapfrog effect in 
access to and use of financial services noted in the Global 
Findex Database 2021 and the significant increases evident in 
Findex 2024 data.18 Now, 86 percent of adults globally and 84 
percent in LMIEs have a mobile phone, either a feature phone 
or a smartphone.19 This technology, when deployed with the 
right governance and partnerships, can bridge gaps that once 
seemed insurmountable. Smartphones, in particular, facilitate 
access to a suite of financial services and are the primary 
means by which people in low- and middle-income economies 
access the internet.20

So, with this good news on financial account ownership in 
LMIEs, what is the summary status of the four basic financial 
services: payments, savings, credit, and insurance? The World 
Bank’s financial inclusion think tank, CGAP, provides this sum-
mary: “We have made progress on payments and are starting 
to make progress on savings, but we need to build on this and 
develop higher-value financial services like credit, insurance, 
and pensions that are all equally vital tools for individuals and 
communities to build resilience, seize economic opportuni-
ties, and find employment..... Specifically, CGAP’s Impact Path-

Real progress in individual access to finance in 2025: 
Good news for people and economies 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2024/10/30/pr-24400-imf-releases-the-2024-financial-access-survey-results
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/2655SDG_Compendium_Digital_Financial_Inclusion_September_2018.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Policy-Papers/Issues/2024/01/12/Interim-Guidance-Note-on-Mainstreaming-Gender-at-The-IMF-543779
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Policy-Papers/Issues/2024/01/12/Interim-Guidance-Note-on-Mainstreaming-Gender-at-The-IMF-543779
https://www.imf.org/en/-/media/files/publications/pp/2024/english/ppea2024003.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/-/media/files/publications/pp/2024/english/ppea2024003.pdf
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finder shows that the provision of credit enables women to 
earn more, save more, own more assets, and have greater in-
fluence over household dynamics, increasing their economic 
empowerment and entrepreneurship. Credit enables small bu-
siness owners to grow their venture and create jobs.”21

Payments
As reported above, from 2014 to 2024, more adults in LMIEs 
are using digital payments, increasing from 34 percent to 62 
percent. The types of payments received by individuals include 
domestic transfers, international remittances, government so-
cial protection payments and, of course, wages. There is varia-
tion across and within regions, between men and women, and 
between people in urban and rural areas, but the upward trend 
of using digital payments is inexorable. Payments by individuals 
to merchants are particularly interesting because they are an 
indication of participation in the digital economy: overall, 42 
percent of all adults in LMIEs paid merchants digitally in the last 
year, which, amazingly, is up from 35 percent in 2021.22 In other 
words, approximately two billion people in those economies 
are now making merchant payments and engaging in the di-
gital economy.23 Figure 1 below shows the regional differences 
in account holders and merchant payments. Alipay in China is 
the world’s largest mobile payment platform, with approximately 
660 million monthly active users, 80 million merchants accep-
ting its payments, and 45 percent of adults in China using it eve-
ry day.24 The government of Brazil’s PIX instant payment system, 
launched in 2020, is another global leader. As of early 2025, 
over 182 million individuals, representing about 87 percent of 
the adult population, were using PIX’s free or very low cost ser-

vices to make purchases, pay for utilities, and buy inventory.25 
Nineteen million businesses used PIX including 89 percent of 
micro and small businesses.26 The other global leader is India’s 
UPI instant payments, which serves 30 percent of the nation’s 
1.4 billion population (see the DPI section below).27

Savings
When it comes to savings, the upward trajectory is also re-
markable. Fifty-five percent of all adults in low- and middle-in-
come economies globally save money in some form), with 40 
percent saving money formally,28 up from 17 percent in 2011. 
Amazingly, the rate of formal saving has more than doubled 
since 2011 with much of that increase occurring between 2021 
and 2024, “likely driven by changes in macroeconomic condi-
tions, which heavily influence saving behaviors.”29 There is 
also considerable regional, income, and gender variation, all 
carefully explained in The Global Findex Database report, but 
all rates are rising. Figure 2 below shows a very wide range in 
national savings rates in LMIEs which indicates a real oppor-
tunity for increasing savings rates. Regarding the frequency of 
saving, about half of the savers (47 percent, specifically) sa-
ved monthly; adults who saved formally using a mobile money 
account in sub-Saharan Africa often made more frequent sa-
vings deposits than adults who saved only in a bank or similar 
financial institution account.30 In addition, banks with mobile 
apps, such as the Daviplata mobile app for Davivienda Bank 
in Colombia, make saving much easier.31 Notably, 36 percent 
of wage earners leave money in an account, which is a form 
of saving.32 

Figure 1: Regional differences in financial account ownership, digital online merchant payments and mobile phone  
payments in-store (% of adults, age 15+, regional average (2024))

Source: World Bank Global Findex Database, 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex/download-data • Note: Account re-
fers to the percentage of respondents who report having an account (by themselves or together with someone else) at a bank or similar financial 
institution or report personally using a mobile money service in the past year. Data for individuals who used a mobile phone or card to pay for 
an in-store purchase is monthly, as available data is broken down by time-bound intervals. Atlantic Council GeoEconomics Center calculations..
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https://www.sci-tech-today.com/stats/alipay-statistics-updated/
https://mobileecosystemforum.com/2025/06/03/brazils-payment-revolution-accelerates-pix-automatico-launches/
https://www.cgap.org/blog/how-digital-innovation-is-powering-latin-americas-financial-inclusion
https://documentsinternal.worldbank.org/search/34333053
https://documentsinternal.worldbank.org/search/34333053
https://www.npci.org.in/
https://www.daviplata.com/wps/portal/daviplata/Home/QueEsDaviPlata/!ut/p/z1/hY6xDoJAEES_xYKWXQHF2B1oUGM0WChuY8DggYE7cpzw-56x0QTjdLvzZjJAkACJtCt5qksp0srcZ5pe_NjDVeiNdxELlxij468XRxcx8uD0DyBj4w8xNHkaQBgGByd4FeydQeCrYwPEK5m95zKRuTMOpPJbrnJlP5R5F1o37dxCC_u-t7NScPsqawuHAoVsNSSfHDR1gvdJ1W3ZaPQEbL4v9w!!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/
https://ir.davivienda.com/en/
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Figure 2: National LMIE rates of saving with formal financial-sector institutions  (%, age 15+ (2024))

Figure 3: National LMIE rates of borrowing from formal financial-sector institutions (%, age 15+ (2024))

Source: World Bank Global Findex Database, 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex/download-data.

Source: World Bank Global Findex Database, 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex/download-data.
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Credit
Borrowing from the formal financial sector has not increased 
as much. Among adults, 59 percent borrowed money either 
from the formal financial sector or from informal sources in 
2024, 35 percent borrowed informally, and 24 percent bor-
rowed formally (up from 15 percent in 2014).33 The formal-sec-
tor borrowers got credit through a loan from a bank or similar 
financial institution, or by using a credit card or a mobile mo-
ney account. The digital data trail on the mobile can be leve-
raged for credit scoring; financial service providers and mo-
bile money operators can link loans to wallets and/or top-ups, 
send reminder SMS messages, and promote loan offerings to 
a huge population of customers. 

The national, regional and gender variations in how people 
borrow are substantial. Figure 3 below illustrates clearly the 
wide national differences in formal borrowing. For example, 
in Kenya, the region’s pioneer in mobile money, 32 percent 
of adults borrowed from their mobile money providers, inclu-
ding 25 percent of adults who borrowed only in this way.34 
However, there was a 16 percent gender gap in borrowing 
from mobile money providers in Kenya.35 In “Argentina, Brazil, 
China, Türkiye, and Ukraine, ….credit cards dominated as the 
source of formal credit.” In Turkey the gender gap for formal 
borrowing was the highest at 21 percent.36

Data on borrowing is not exhaustive because the survey could 
not ask about every borrowing option. It found 11 percent of 
adults borrowed for business expenses, 19 percent borrowed 

money to pay health or medical expenses, and 22 percent 
of adults have purchased groceries on credit.37 Borrowing for 
education or housing could not be included in the survey, al-
though those products are common in high-income countries. 
Findex said, however, that those who do borrow formally often 
do not have access to the types of loans which could help 
them grow their businesses.38

Insurance 
Insurance coverage was difficult to assess in The Global Fin-
dex Database report because definitions and availability of 
insurance products vary widely among economies. To avoid 
confusion around variable definitions, the Global Findex sur-
vey simply asked whether respondents have made any pay-
ments to an insurance agent or company. The survey results 
showed an estimated 23 percent of adults across low- and 
middle-income economies make regular payments to insu-
rance companies.39 To add another perspective, the new host 
of the “Access to Insurance Initiative,” CGAP, estimates there 
are four billion adults without insurance at a time when inclu-
sive insurance contributes to resilience in the face of climate 
change.40 However, the full responsibility for managing climate 
risks should not be placed on low-income women and men 
who did not contribute to climate change.

Despite the number of accounts, it is clear the benefits of fi-
nancial inclusion are not being fully realized.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1187226479095635
https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/publications/slidedeck/CGAP_Reading%20Deck_Inclusive%20Insurance.pdf
https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/publications/slidedeck/CGAP_Reading%20Deck_Inclusive%20Insurance.pdf
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There is a clear challenge: 75 percent of adults in LMIEs have 
a financial account; 55 percent save in some form, with 40 
percent saving formally; and 59 percent borrow in some form. 
Among borrowers, only 24 percent borrow from a formal fi-
nancial service provider such as a registered co-op, bank, mi-
crofinance institution, or mobile money operator, for their mi-
crobusiness, home-improvement, school fees, emergencies, 
or other reasons.41 In other words, less than half the adults in 
low- and middle-income economies save formally, and less 
than a quarter borrow formally. 

It will be helpful to put these percentages in numbers of people. 
There are 4.84 billion adults in low- and middle-income econo-
mies in 2024. Of that 4.84 billion, approximately 1.7 billion have 
accounts but do not save formally (35 percent) and approxi-
mately 2.5 billion adults (51 percent) have accounts but do not 
borrow formally.42 (The 35 percent is the 75 percent who have 
an account minus the 40 percent who already save formally. 
That 51 percent is from the 75 percent who have an account 
minus the 24 percent who already formally borrow). However, 
even the 24 percent who do borrow formally—more than one 
billion adults in LMIEs—do not necessarily have the type of 
credit they need.43 Furthermore, Findex found that many who 
do not yet have financial accounts “have the foundations they 
would need to get a digitally enabled account. . . . This group 
could be the next beneficiaries of efforts toward financial inclu-
sion, so long as providers take a holistic approach to helping 
less financially experienced owners of new accounts build 
their financial skills.”44 Therefore, a conservative estimate is 
that approximately three billion adults of the six billion adults 
globally have yet to use formal sector credit in any form. This 
is a real challenge.45

This means close to three billion people have the poten-
tial to borrow formally to improve their home, grow their 
business, or invest in education, but they are not doing so. 
These are people who have paid for a phone and/or a financial 
account. They are unlikely to be destitute. Collectively, they 
have trillions of dollars in economic power and earn money 
in both the formal and informal economy. They are navigating 
daily lives with irregular incomes, savings, and borrowing from 
friends, family, or informal lenders for their small businesses 
or home improvement projects and to pay bills or care for 
their grandmothers. The Findex report is clear that “although 
owning an account is a critical first step to participating in the 
greater financial system, to fully benefit from access to finance, 
account owners should be able to use their accounts.”46 

If close to three billion adults with accounts do not 
or cannot borrow formally, who are they? 
The following attributes are simply illustrative of the challen-
ges faced by those not using formal financial services. A range 
of sources are referenced and they do not all use the same 
data sets. So the numbers should be read as indicative only to 
give a big picture overview. In summary, more than likely, they 
are women, have difficulty easily accessing emergency money 
within thirty days, and are most worried about paying for mon-
thly expenses, healthcare, or business expenses, though the 
family might receive an international remittance. 

	y They are more likely to be women due to the gender 
gaps in account ownership and usage:  Digital pay-
ments accelerate women’s use of other financial ser-
vices, according to the Alliance for Financial Inclusion’s 
research with its central bank members.47 So, if there is 
a gender gap in account ownership and usage, women 
are either unable or unlikely to borrow formally. This 
was also found by the GSM Association (GSMA). When 
women have a mobile money account, according to the 
GSMA, they are almost as likely as men to use it within a 
thirty-day timeframe—but are less likely than men to use 
mobile money frequently. In the Philippines, 59 percent 
of women used mobile money in the last seven of thirty 
days, compared to 71 percent of men.48 This was largely 
because women were less likely to be “very confident” 
in their use of mobile money and because they did not 
have services that benefited them.49

	y Many cannot access extra money in an emergency. 
Forty-four percent of adults in low- and middle-income 
economies could not access extra money within 30 
days without much difficulty.50 If there was an emergen-
cy, they would have to sell productive assets, turn to a 
loan shark, or risk falling into poverty. We all face emer-
gencies of some kind that require money: If our only 
option is to fall into the hands of a loan shark who can 
exact a terrible price, then the future is bleak.

	y Many individuals are most worried about paying for 
monthly expenses: Thirty percent of adults are most 
worried about cashflow: meeting all their monthly ex-
penses, as can be seen in Figure 4 below.51 Juggling 
multiple sources of income from a microbusiness, 
market garden, and part-time job, and matching them 
with highly variable expenses would be a major worry 
for anyone, especially when the mismatch means not 
being able to pay for, say, electricity. 

A global majority of economically active adults face  
significant barriers to using financial services

https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/be6615202d1f08a25855c8ac2d615122-0050012025/related/Little-Data-Book-2025-Web.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/be6615202d1f08a25855c8ac2d615122-0050012025/related/Little-Data-Book-2025-Web.pdf
https://www.afi-global.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Gender-Inclusive-Finance-Mapping-Project-Summary-and-Call-to-Action-Report.pdf
https://www.afi-global.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Gender-Inclusive-Finance-Mapping-Project-Summary-and-Call-to-Action-Report.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/sotir/
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Figure 4: Most worrying financial issue globally (% of adults, age 15+ (2024))

Source: World Bank Global Findex Database, 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex. 
Note: Regions surveyed include East Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Central Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, Middle East and North 
Africa, South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. Atlantic Council GeoEconomics Center calculations.

	y Many are especially worried about paying for their 
families’ healthcare: Twenty-six percent of adults are 
most worried about medical costs.52 They are right to 
be worried: An estimated one billion people incurred 
catastrophic out-of-pocket health spending (meaning 
more than 10 percent of their household budget) in 
2019, or almost 14 percent of the global population.53 

	y Some are most worried about business expenses: 
Nine percent of adults are particularly worried about 
business expenses.54 This is totally logical as there is 
a financing gap of US$5.7 trillion for formal SMEs (equi-
valent to 19 percent of gross domestic product in emer-
ging market and developing economies and LMIEs) 
and another US$2.1 trillion financing gap for informal 
enterprises for a total of nearly US$8 trillion.55 When 
the finance gap for the subset of women-owned formal, 
micro, small, and medium enterprises (WMSMEs) is cal-
culated, it totals US$1.5 trillion according to a 2019 Wor-
ld Bank paper, and it totals about US$2.4 trillion when 
informal WMSMEs are included. According to recent 
data from the World Bank’s Enterprise Surveys, a signi-
ficant percentage of all firms, including micro and small 
businesses across various sectors, identify access to 
finance as a major constraint. 

	y Many receive international remittances: Internatio-
nal remittances to low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs) reached an estimated US$685 billion in 2024. 
The true size of all international remittances to LMIEs, 
including flows through informal channels, is even larger.

The next question: Why do around three billion 
adults with financial accounts barely use them?
There are several ways to categorize the challenges faced by 
economically active people on low incomes in LMIEs when 
they want to use their accounts. The World Bank’s G2PX pro-
gram found that factors included:

	y Availability of digital infrastructure.
	y Availability of appropriate financial instruments. 
	y Availability of financial education and consumer  

protection.
	y Weak trust in financial institutions.56 

CGAP, meanwhile, found about sixty (!) kinds of consumer risks 
facing digital financial services (DFS) users around the world 
and have prepared a summary of consumer protection challen-
ges.57 Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) summarizes the risks 
they identified for digital finance consumers as “hidden fees, 
fraud, over-indebtedness, and limited avenues for resolving 
problems that arise.”58 The Findex survey asked respondents 
to choose from six options for barriers to not having accounts, 
which is not exactly the same issue as not using accounts but 
is very informative about respondents’ priorities:59 The barriers 
chosen focused on affordability, value for money, and lack of 
trust in the institutions and this was consistent across regions 
as shown in Figure 5 below; it shows the primary importance 
of affordability and value for money. The top barriers GSMA 
found to further use of mobile internet (again this is not exactly 
the same issue as not using accounts, but is closely related) 
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serious illness or

accident
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monthly expenses
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Paying school or
education fees

Money for
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https://www.smefinanceforum.org/data-sites/msme-finance-gap
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/873301627470308867/pdf/Micro-Small-and-Medium-Enterprises-Economic-Indicators-MSME-EI-Analysis-Note.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/873301627470308867/pdf/Micro-Small-and-Medium-Enterprises-Economic-Indicators-MSME-EI-Analysis-Note.pdf
https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/en/enterprisesurveys
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/peoplemove/in-2024--remittance-flows-to-low--and-middle-income-countries-ar
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099053025155645427/pdf/P173166-5213a953-c609-4480-8ec7-c7cbb82caeda.pdf
https://www.cgap.org/topics/collections/consumer-protection
https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/publications/slidedeck/2022_02_Slide_Deck_DFS_Consumer_Risks.pdf
https://www.cgap.org/blog/findex-2025-why-financial-inclusion-needs-to-be-more-responsible
https://www.cgap.org/blog/findex-2025-why-financial-inclusion-needs-to-be-more-responsible
https://poverty-action.org/consumer-protection
https://www.gsma.com/r/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/The-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Connectivity-Report-2024.pdf
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were: safety and security concerns, affordability  (data/hand-
sets), and connectivity experience.60 

These multiple data points on barriers have been distilled in 
four main reasons financial accounts are not used more:

	y Connectivity and particularly mobile internet access.
	y Affordability of financial services and transparency 

about fees. 
	y If affordable, do they meet the user’s needs?
	y Even if the above are met, fear of fraud and trust that the 

user’s money is safe remain concerns.

Each of these reasons deserves a report of its own. In this 
report, only the high-level points are covered. 

Connectivity
Connectivity was so important for The Global Findex Da-
tabase 2025 report that the World Bank undertook its own 
2025 Digital Connectivity Tracker. It describes connectivity as 
“the foundation for opportunity.”61 The G20’s Digital Economy 
Working Group in 2025 identified connectivity as its first prio-
rity for inclusive digital development.62 CGAP found that mo-
bile connectivity was a particularly significant obstacle to use 
of digital financial services.63 For example, in Côte d’Ivoire, 30 
percent of DFS users struggled with transactions due to poor 
networks, and in Burkina Faso, consumers identified it as a pri-
mary risk.64 In India, 29 percent of adults without phones cite 
lack of coverage as a reason. Meanwhile, a GSMA report titled 
State of Mobile Internet Connectivity 2024 lists poor connecti-
vity experience as the third most commonly reported barrier to 

greater use of mobile internet: While 96 percent of the popula-
tion has access to mobile broadband, customers reported “in-
consistent coverage (e.g., connection drops) or no coverage 
to access the internet most of the time.”65 A focus on the three 
billion people who are without connectivity and are offline in 
emerging markets resulted in a standing-room only event du-
ring the UN General Assembly (UNGA) in September 2025.66

The World Bank recognizes “connectivity alone isn’t enough” 
to create jobs; self-employed workers also need access to di-
gital financial services to thrive. A bigger challenge, according 
to the 2024 GSMA report, is the usage gap.67 The gap is 3.1 
billion people—or, put another way, 39 percent of the global 
population living within mobile internet coverage do not use 
it.68 The GSMA report also estimates that getting these people 
online would boost the global economy by approximately 
US$3.5 trillion during the 2023–2030 period, with 90 percent 
of this impact benefiting LMICs.69

Affordability of financial products with trans-
parency around costs
About half of those with mobile phones named the biggest bar-
rier to financial inclusion as not having enough money; in other 
words, affordability was the primary issue.70 Research using 
mystery shoppers has “consistently documented hidden fees, 
inadequate disclosure of prices and taxes” and challenges ari-
sing from “exploitative pricing practices, poor product design, 
or a lack of transparency.”71Research in Senegal by CGAP and 
in Nigeria by IPA in 2024 found 15 percent and 23 percent of 
users, respectively, encountered unexpected fees.72 

Figure 5: Barriers to owning an account (% of adults without an account, age 15+, regional average (2024)

Source: World Bank Global Findex Database, 2025 https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/globalfindex/download-data., Leora Klapper et al., 
The Global Findex Database 2025: Connectivity and Financial Inclusion in the Digital Economy, World Bank Group, 2025, 111.

Note: Data was not available for Sub-Saharan Africa. This graph is inspired by Figure 2.2.3 in the World Bank Global Findex Report. Respondents 
could choose more than one reason. Respondents in Sub-Saharan Africa without accounts answered an alternative set of questions about the 
barriers they face to mobile money account ownership.

Not enough 
money

Fees for financial 
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Do not trust 
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documentation

East Asia and 
Pacific 61% 45% 39% 18% 31%

Europe and  
Central Asia 31% 17% 17% 19% 20%

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 32% 57% 46% 32% 30%

Middle East and 
North Africa 78% 24% 13% 20% 11%

South Asia 70% 36% 24% 15% 20%

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/8b9002b6-d8dd-426c-aa7c-6d7d16902cd7
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/8b9002b6-d8dd-426c-aa7c-6d7d16902cd7
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/voices/digital-technology-is-driving-the-future-of-jobs?cid=SHR_BlogSiteShare_EN_EXT
https://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2025/250929-digital.html
https://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2025/250929-digital.html
https://www.cgap.org/blog/findex-2025-why-financial-inclusion-needs-to-be-more-responsible
https://www.cgap.org/blog/in-burkina-faso-most-vulnerable-dfs-users-need-better-protection
https://www.gsma.com/r/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/The-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Connectivity-Report-2024.pdf
https://events.semafor.com/thenext3billion2025application/9233502?ref=MAIN
https://events.semafor.com/thenext3billion2025application/9233502?ref=MAIN
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/voices/digital-technology-is-driving-the-future-of-jobs?cid=SHR_BlogSiteShare_EN_EXT
https://www.gsma.com/somic/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Connectivity-2025-Overview-Report.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/somic/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Connectivity-2025-Overview-Report.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/newsroom/press-release/new-gsma-report-shows-mobile-internet-connectivity-continues-to-grow-globally-but-barriers-for-3-45-billion-unconnected-people-remain/
https://www.gsma.com/newsroom/press-release/new-gsma-report-shows-mobile-internet-connectivity-continues-to-grow-globally-but-barriers-for-3-45-billion-unconnected-people-remain/
https://www.cgap.org/blog/findex-2025-why-financial-inclusion-needs-to-be-more-responsible
https://poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/2025-01/Nigeria%202024%20Consumer%20Protection%20in%20DFS%20Survey_Report.pdf
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Affordability is an even bigger issue for women than men 
because their incomes are typically lower and they spend 
considerable time on unpaid care work.73 IMF research found 
that “on average, women do two more hours of unpaid work 
per day than men,” though there are large differences across 
countries.74 This means women are likely to be extremely price 
sensitive: Affordability is essential for women. When discus-
sing mobile-money progress in Ethiopia, the Safaricom CEO 
reflects this priority in saying, “It’s mostly affordability” that 
drives uptake.75 The telecommunications services provider 
understands that pricing is a major barrier to using financial 
services. When unexpected fees and/or hidden fees further 
increase the cost of digital financial services for low-income 
consumers, it indicates that the financial service provider or 
its agent is not being transparent about prices with their cus-
tomers. The issue of affordability is very closely connected to 
lack of appropriate products as discussed below.

Transparency is such an important group of issues that Consu-
mers International, a membership organization for consumer 
groups, launched a global campaign for transparent digital 
finance. The organization states that hidden fees make it diffi-
cult for consumers to compare services, and the lack of trans-
parency in fees and charges is a significant factor causing a 
lack of trust in financial services. 

Lack of trust
Price transparency is a significant challenge in the mobile mo-
ney sector that undermines trust. Tracking pricing information 
from thirty-five DFS providers’ websites across sixteen coun-
tries in 2023, Innovations for Poverty Action found providers 
often had no fees listed on their respective websites; others 
had multiple, inconsistent price lists on their sites, and still 
others did not disclose taxes on mobile money transactions, 
so the total fees were not transparent.76 In addition, mobile mo-
ney agents are often independent microbusinesses and may 
charge additional fees for transactions if there is no require-
ment for fees to be transparent. Even if the fees are technically 
public, agents can take advantage of users’ lack of experience 
or inability to read the fee schedule (either on a personal mo-
bile device or at an agent’s location). The lack of transparency 
is one factor allowing fraudulent practices to prevail such as 
overcharging by mobile money agents, which reduces trust 
in financial services. The GSMA found a lack of trust in mobile 
money agents  is a barrier for roughly a quarter of men and 
women in India, Indonesia, Philippines, and Nigeria.77 

Notably, CGAP found that data misuse and cybercrime are 
further reducing consumers’ trust. Their surveys show “high 
exposure to scams among digital finance users.” For example, 
in Senegal in 2024, 43 percent of DFS users were victims of 

A shop owner in Buenos Aires, Argentina, uses the Mercado Pago app for transactions at her hair salon in 2020. REUTERS/Agustin Marcarian.

https://www.mobileworldlive.com/sub-saharan-africa/interview-safaricom-ceo-charts-ethiopia-progress/
https://www.consumersinternational.org/media/534803/transparent-digital-finance-for-consumers.pdf
https://www.consumersinternational.org/media/534803/transparent-digital-finance-for-consumers.pdf
https://www.consumersinternational.org/news-resources/news/releases/consumers-international-launches-global-campaign-for-transparent-digital-finance/
https://www.consumersinternational.org/news-resources/news/releases/consumers-international-launches-global-campaign-for-transparent-digital-finance/
https://poverty-action.org/hidden-costs-digital-finance-what-mobile-money-providers-arent-telling-you
https://www.gsma.com/sotir/
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scams—nearly half of all users.78 Findex found that nearly one 
in five phone owners in low- and middle-income economies 
received a text or SMS message from someone they did not 
know asking for money in the context of a scam or online ex-
tortion.79 In Latin America and the Caribbean and in sub-Saha-
ran regions, it rose to 30 percent.80

Furthermore, CGAP found anecdotal evidence that women 
are more vulnerable to consumer risks, including overcharging 
and fraud, which can lead to women distrusting and disenga-
ging from formal financial services. GSMA also found that lack 
of trust and safety were consistently top barriers for women’s 
use of digital financial services. For example, in the Philippines 
it was a key barrier for 63 percent of women.81 

At a UNGA 2025 convening, Bridgefort Dialogues’ founder 
concluded that trust is the new infrastructure.82 Trust deficits 
remain the biggest barrier to inclusion. People fear money will 
not be there when needed. Building trust requires systems 
that work reliably (e.g., cash-digital conversion, liability, qui-
ck access) and human-centered engagement (local ambas-
sadors, culturally aware financial education).

However, one question about trust has not been answered: 
Is this distrust about lack of transparency and fraud, or also 
about a lack of trust in the management of the economy? The 
macroeconomic context, including inflationary pressures and 
lack of stability, negatively affects trust in the whole economy—
and attitudes about financial services reflect that anxiety. 

Lack of appropriate products
A 2024 survey on financial health in India and Africa found 
abusive lending practices associated with digital  credit may 
have contributed to chronic, high levels of indebtedness.83 
“While over-indebtedness was a consumer issue before the 
advent of digital credit,” GSMA said, “it may have been worse-
ned by harmful market practices such as excessive pricing, 
price shrouding, debt stress, abusive enforcement practices 
and ‘push marketing’ targeted at historically unbanked, vulne-
rable communities.”84 These findings echo IPA’s research on 
digital credit in 2020, which found 33 percent of digital credit 
users had multiple active digital loans.85 Is there a paradox, 
high demand for digital credit and consumer reports of the 
benefits of these products alongside market abuses and re-
ports of deteriorating financial health?86 Perhaps there is not 
a paradox, but rather, a lack of affordable, transparent digital 
products that meet consumer needs, adhere to consumer pro-
tection regulations, and do not result in over-indebtedness or 
abuse of customers’ data. 

Recent research examined the effects of randomly allocated 
digital credit to customers who had submitted a loan applica-
tion: They had self-assessed their ability to pay back the loan, 
but did not meet the lenders’ criteria. The result:

We find that access to digital credit improves bor-
rowers’ financial well-being across various mo-
bile-phone-based well-being measures, including 
monetary transactions and balances, mobility, and 
social networks as well as borrowers’ self-reported 

income and employment. We further show that this 
positive impact is more pronounced when bor-
rowers have limited access to credit, take loans for 
business purposes, and obtain more credit.87

Other researchers also recognize traditional underwriting 
approaches can be expanded  through technology and 
digitizing borrower data, but they point to limitations in reaching 
the potential borrowers with the lowest incomes. One option 
is “predictive cash flow modeling” (PCM) to expand access 
to credit globally.88 The potential advantage of PCM is that 
it creates economies of scale, making it cost-effective to 
underwrite borrowers who were previously too expensive to 
assess individually. 

These are useful findings and indicate promising opportuni-
ties in digital financial product design which can appropriately 
serve the global majority. 

Mobile money is clearly a profitable business, as shown in 
the mobile operators’ annual report:89 Mpesa contributed 42 
percent to Safaricom’s annual revenue in 2024, up from 32 
percent in 2021. Axian’s share of mobile money revenue rose 
from 14 percent in 2023 to just under 18 percent in 2024.90 
Across the industry, average revenue per user grew from 
US$2.86 in 2023 to US$3.51 in 2024.91 Overall—with 2.1 bil-
lion registered mobile money accounts across the world, over 
half a billion active monthly accounts, and mobile money tran-
sactions reaching US$1.7 trillion globally in 2025—there is an 
opportunity to design appropriate and affordable as well as 
profitable products.92 

The World Economic Forum published research in 2023 that 
found women entrepreneurs in emerging markets were a tril-
lion-dollar opportunity.93 There is a middle class that is growing 
by the hundreds of millions every year, consumer demand is 
growing across all segments, and women-led businesses 
have firsthand insights on how to serve the changing needs of 
these consumers. A recent World Bank meta study on causal 
impacts of interventions to increase women’s access to capi-
tal, found that when credit products are designed to overcome 
flexibility needs and collateral constraints, there are positive 
impacts for existing profitable women’s businesses; the use 
of alternative data for credit scoring and the development of 
novel credit products facilitated by these data sources is the 
next opportunity.94

There is much more which could be written on appropriate, af-
fordable financial products for this market, but the bottom line 
is that there is demand and profitability is possible, so financial 
service providers are able to serve this market.

With these four serious challenges it is hardly surprising that the 
approximately three billion people with financial accounts do 
not use them for formal borrowing or saving. Yet we know they 
need these financial services. So, what is being done to change 
the equation? Two innovations are becoming game changers: 
Digital public infrastructure (DPI) has the potential to address 
connectivity, affordability, and trust issues. And AI has the po-
tential to address product design and affordability issues. 

https://www.cgap.org/blog/break-bias-evidence-shows-digital-finance-risks-hit-women-hardest
https://www.cgap.org/blog/break-bias-evidence-shows-digital-finance-risks-hit-women-hardest
https://www.gsma.com/sotir/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7391455465567584256/
https://www.gsma.com/solutions-and-impact/connectivity-for-good/mobile-for-development/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Financial-Health-Report-2024.pdf
https://poverty-action.org/new-consumer-protection-and-competition-policies-are-needed-kenyas-digital-credit-market
https://poverty-action.org/new-consumer-protection-and-competition-policies-are-needed-kenyas-digital-credit-market
https://www.library.hbs.edu/working-knowledge/how-40-dollar-loans-lifted-lives-in-kenya
https://www.library.hbs.edu/working-knowledge/how-40-dollar-loans-lifted-lives-in-kenya
https://hbr.org/2024/09/a-new-model-to-expand-credit-access-globally
https://hbr.org/2024/09/a-new-model-to-expand-credit-access-globally
https://www.gsma.com/sotir/
https://www.gsma.com/sotir/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2023/06/women-entrepreneurs-frontier-markets-opportunity/
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099210410172511107/pdf/IDU-2b5f8e08-6066-4ae4-a38e-470041aab29e.pdf
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DPI and AI have the potential to overcome these barriers 
Digital public infrastructure
According to the G20’s Global Digital Public Infrastructure Re-
pository, the World Bank, and other thought leaders,95 founda-
tional DPI includes:

1.	 Digital identification: The ability for people and bu-
sinesses to securely verify their identity, as well as com-
plementary trust services such as electronic signatures 
and verifiable credentials.

2.	 Digital payments: Easy and instant/real-time transfer of 
money between people, businesses, and governments.

3.	 Consent-based digital data sharing: Seamless flow 
of personal data with consent, wherever applicable, 
across public and private sectors, with safeguards for 
personal data protection as per applicable data gover-
nance frameworks. 

This common language or taxonomy for regulators, policyma-
kers, and industry actors is essential to facilitate “interoperabi-
lity and regulatory understanding, and provide a foundation for 
scalable, inclusive digital ecosystems.”96

The 2025 G20 presidency recognizes that “Digital Public In-
frastructure has emerged as one of the most powerful ena-
blers of transformation. It allows citizens to access essential 
services securely and efficiently, helps governments deliver 
more effectively, and creates the conditions for innovation and 
trust.”97 In addition to global financial-sector standard setters 
and multilateral development banks, there are several lea-
ding groups on DPI working with the G20 and with emerging 
economies to accelerate adoption: The UN Development 
Programme (UNDP), the Digital Impact Alliance, Co-Develop 
(a nonprofit fund), and the Center for Digital Public Infrastruc-
ture each bring their own value to the debate on cutting edge 
issues as well as implementation. (For example, Co-Develop, 
the Center for Digital Public Infrastructure, and UN Women 
prepared and presented good-practice examples on how DPI 
can work for women at the DPI Summit in November 2025 
under the G20 presidency.98) This section will simply highlight 
the main ways that DPI can currently accelerate financial ser-
vices for the three billion. For more information, please visit 
their respective websites.

Digital identification 
The importance of digital identification for sustainable deve-
lopment was well recognized ten years ago. By 2019, digital 
ID was calculated as having the potential to “unlock economic 
value equivalent to 3 to 13 percent of GDP in 2030.”99 Prin-
ciples on Identification for Sustainable Development,100 which 
scores of organizations have endorsed, offers good practices 
for inclusion, design, and governance of digital ID practices.

The two main reasons a digital ID can accelerate access to 
financial services for those with some kind of existing financial 

account are: increasing affordability and the reduction of fraud. 
It means the financial service provider can then be sure who 
is the one actual person behind the account. This means that 
Electronic Know Your Customer (e-KYC) or Customer Due Dili-
gence (CDD) for anti-money laundering and combating the fi-
nancing of terrorism compliance is possible immediately. India 
is recognized as a leader for its biometric digital ID for all ci-
tizens, called Aadhar. It is estimated that banks that use e-KYC 
can lower their cost of compliance from US$15 to US$0.07 per 
loan.101 This is a radical cost reduction for any financial service 
provider and makes it possible for them to serve millions more 
customers. This cost reduction has been a game changer for 
financial inclusion in India. Similarly, a digital ID reduces the 
incidence of identity fraud because there can only be one per-
son with that digital identity. 

Rapid uptake by governments of an open-source option 
(which is cheaper) for digital ID, such as the modular, open-
source identification platform, or MOSIP, has enabled millions 
of citizens of low- and middle-income economies like the Phi-
lippines102 and Ethiopia to have a recognized identity. 

Digital payments 
The value of digital payments and digital infrastructure was 
also well recognized over ten years ago. In 2016, digital finance 
was estimated to have the potential to “increase the GDPs of 
all emerging economies by 6 percent, or a total of $3.7 trillion, 
by 2025.”103 Now “a causal link between digital payments and 
economic outcomes” is well recognized.104 In the case of Bra-
zil’s payment system PIX, it “cost only USD 4 million to deve-
lop, generated a cost savings of USD 5.7 billion in 2021 alone 
and is expected to help generate 2 percent of Brazil’s GDP by 
2026.”105 The State of Inclusive Instant Payments Systems in 
Africa report, published in 2025, finds that inclusivity—mea-
ning the instant payment system is made widely accessible to 
all end users and payment service providers (PSPs) in a mar-
ket—can “drive scale and lead to reductions in explicit and im-
plicit costs, as well as deeper financial services usage through 
savings, credit, and insurance.”106 Furthermore, digitizing pay-
ments speeds up the progress on most of the SDGs, including 
women’s financial equality. The UN Principles for Responsible 
Digital Payments publication identifies nine principles to serve 
and protect customers.107 

The two main reasons digital payments are a gateway to 
address the pain points of the low-income customers iden-
tified above and accelerate access to financial services for 
those with a financial account are: affordability and tailored 
products. Regarding affordability, the DPI payment account 
can offer immediate “zero transaction costs for end-users.”108 
India’s UPI and Brazil’s PIX, which are both real-time interope-
rable payment systems, have publicly adopted this fast, ze-
ro-cost approach. Regarding tailored products, fintechs can 
use an account holder’s digital payment history to offer credit 
based on the mobile phone data of the individual or MSME. 

https://www.dpi.global/home/aboutus
https://www.dpi.global/home/aboutus
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This is a game changer for individuals and microbusinesses 
who otherwise would not have access to credit.109 In addition, 
the US$685 billion in 2024 in international remittances can be 
saved safely, which is particularly important for women, who 
make up 55 percent of remittance recipients globally.110 

There also is an open-source and often cheaper option for 
digital payments for countries that do not want to design their 
own system or be “locked-in” to a private-sector option: Mo-
jaloop.111 It has been taken up by countries like Rwanda and 
Tanzania. 

Consent-based digital data sharing
The importance of the flow of digital data as the “new oil” hit 
the headlines in 2017.112 The boost to economies from broad 
adoption of consent-based data ecosystems varies, with the 
highest potential impact by 2030 found to be “as much as 4 
to 5 percent of GDP in India,” according to a 2021 report by 
McKinsey Global Institute.113 Emerging economies stand to be-
nefit more than advanced ones because they tend to have 
lower levels of financial inclusion and less financial depth. The 
Principles for Digital Development include: “Establish people-
first data practices,” which states that “people can understand 
and control how their data is being used; obtaining explicit and 
informed consent from people before collecting, using, or sha-
ring their data; and investing in people’s capacity to navigate 
the tools, redressal systems, and data practices.”114

Open-data ecosystems facilitate frictionless interactions 
between financial institutions and individuals as well as mi-
cro, small, and medium-size businesses.115 Many advocates 
of financial inclusion recognize that the development of open 
finance ecosystems with open data, and nonfinancial data 
sources included, could be a truly transformational enabler 
to unleash the power of data to increase financial inclusion.116 
Consent-based digital data has the potential to both address 
three of the pain points identified above and accelerate ac-
cess to financial services for those with a financial account: 
affordability, tailored products, and the reduction of fraud. The 
Indian Centre for Digital Public Infrastructure finds that the use 
of open data can result in small ticket loans becoming easily 
available to women, for example, at the “tip of her fingers.”117 
However, the Digital Impact Alliance cautions that “effectively 
unlocking data is no easy feat. It requires a well-designed, im-
plemented and governed digital ecosystem that creates the 
enabling environment, and essential safeguards, to access—
and share—data.”118 Others warn the risks are real and acce-
lerating,119 particularly for vulnerable populations. The Think 
20 (i.e., think tanks and research organizations of G20 coun-
tries, aka T20) in 2025 concluded that scaling digital public 
infrastructure was essential for growth, but also recognized an 
urgent need to manage the trade-offs between open data eco-
systems and community network infrastructure.120 Members 
advocated for clear limits on state access to citizens’ data to 
safeguard participation and accountability.121 This is because 
when DPI is set up in countries with weak democratic safe-
guards, there is a risk of state overreach, mass surveillance, 

and reduced civic freedoms. However, because of its great 
potential and despite the risks, open finance is being quickly 
adopted in emerging markets.122 

Brazil is a notable success story for open finance as it has en-
abled individuals to securely access and share their financial 
data with institutions of their choice.123 Brazil’s open finance 
ecosystem reported over twenty-seven million customers,124 
with over forty-three million accounts linked through open fi-
nance. This data-driven approach enables financial institutions 
to design more tailored products and services, leveraging 
customer payment information from PIX and other sources 
to better address the diverse needs of users. For example, 
Mercado Pago received six million data consents from users, 
which boosted open finance offerings in 2024. “Two-thirds of 
people who share data via Open Finance improved their cre-
dit offers.” ​​As a result, Mercado Pago provided credit to more 
than twenty-two million users in 2024 which was a 47 percent 
annual increase in transactions.125 

Probably the best-known example of an open-source data ex-
change platform is X-Road, which was first deployed in 2001 
in Estonia and was a great success. However, there are other 
open-source digital public goods for data sharing, and the Di-
gital Public Goods Alliance recognizes open data for AI sys-
tems as digital public goods.126

A note on the “public” aspect of DPI
No infrastructure is neutral, values are embedded where a 
road is paved or electricity is connected, and DPI is no ex-
ception. In each case, the public interest is determined by the 
values embedded in it. The authors of a University College 
London article argue that assessing DPI values against the five 
principles for the common good will make them explicit and 
assist in public value maximization.127 Those principles are pur-
pose and directionality; cocreation and participation; collec-
tive learning and knowledge sharing; access for all and reward 
sharing; and transparency and accountability.

Together, the three components of DPI have the potential 
to address all four challenges experienced by the global 
majority and maximize the public good—if the values are 
explicit and the risks are carefully managed.

Evidence shows that “jurisdictions with all three core compo-
nents tend to report better outcomes across DFS indicators. . . . 
Digital payment usage rises from 45 percent to 83 percent.”128 
The G20 has developed the first iteration of a DPI Roadmap 
Playbook for 2025,129 building on the DPI foundations laid by 
India when hosting the G20 in 2023. The rapid adoption of 
DPI can be clearly seen in the success of 50 in 5, a country-
led advocacy campaign, and in this DPI map with one hundred 
digital payment systems, 103 data-exchange systems, and 60 
digital IDs, as of April 2025. 

As well as rapidly setting up the elements of DPI to reap the 
potential benefits, it is necessary to manage potential risks 
from the combination of the three elements, which have until 
recently been managed independently. DPI has the potential 
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for loss of data privacy, loss of data sovereignty, and govern-
ment surveillance. The Universal DPI Safeguards Framework, 
endorsed by public- and private-sector leaders, aims to “mi-
nimize risks across all layers of digital transformation.”130 It 
recommends good practices on implementing safeguards 
by public and private actors, and lessons are shared through 
the safeguards initiative. At events around the 2025 UN Ge-
neral Assembly, DPI safeguards were a major issue. The pre-
sident of the G20 has adopted the Universal DPI Safeguards 
Framework in its Roadmap for the Digital Transformation of 
Government. The framework binds the government to embed 
safeguards across lifecycle stages, involve civil society in de-
sign, strengthen state capacity for redress, and foster innova-
tion towards the SDGs. Embedding safeguards for all parties is 
vital but particularly for low-income customers who have fewer 
resources to combat potential scams or hacks of their identity, 
finance, or data.

Finally, it is important to repeat that there are significant po-
tential returns to the whole economy for investing in each 
element of DPI as explained above. UNDP has documented 
that the DPI elements together accelerate achieving the SDGs. 
Furthermore, an analysis by the Digital Public Goods Alliance 
quantifying the benefits of the bold investments in DPI showed 
it accelerated GDP growth. 

Stablecoins: A summary of the positives and nega-
tives for the three billion
The IMF in its October 2025 Financial Stability Report noted 
that “stablecoins are growing rapidly and playing a larger role 
in financial intermediation, led by stablecoins pegged to the 
US dollar.”131 Estimates of transaction volumes are at around 
US$9 trillion globally in the last twelve months, showing 80 
percent growth from July 2024 to July 2025.132 Projections for 
issuance volumes by 2030 range from $1.9 trillion to $4 tril-
lion.133 Tether (USDT) and Circle (USDC) own over 90 percent 
of the market and 97 percent of the total market is linked to 
the US dollar.134 It is estimated that 99 percent of stablecoin 
use was licit overall, but it is difficult to verify the data.135 USDC 
is viewed as more transparent and compliant with regulations. 
The demand for stablecoins136 comes from the need for more 
affordable cross-border payment services for businesses and 
peer to peer remittances. Fintechs, like Paystack (owned by 
US Silicon Valley company Stripe), which serves multi-country 
businesses, appreciate stablecoins’ fast and inexpensive attri-
butes for cross-border payments and the convenience of pro-
grammable money (i.e., like code) without the volatility of other 
cryptoassets. Companies like Kredete launched Africa’s first 
stablecoin-backed credit card for the African diaspora who 
want to transfer money and have access to credit. Western 
Union, one of the largest companies in peer-to-peer remit-
tances in emerging markets, is now piloting the use of stable-
coins to deliver “faster, more transparent, and lower-cost trans-
fers without compromising compliance or customer trust.”137

The positives: The Bank of International Settlements (BIS), in its 
annual economic report in June 2025, acknowledged the use 
of stablecoins as a useful cross-border payment instrument for 
residents in emerging market economies lacking access to the 
dollar. The IMF’s external research publication acknowledged 
that stablecoins are much cheaper and faster than bank trans-
fers for cross-border payments and are moving down market 
for personal remittances. 

The negatives: The BIS 2025 annual report stated clearly that 
stablecoins “fall short of requirements to be the mainstay of 
the monetary system when set against the three key tests of 
singleness, elasticity and integrity.”138 For example, there is 
some complexity around 1:1 redemption.139 Without regulation, 
the BIS concluded, stablecoins “pose a risk to financial stabi-
lity and monetary sovereignty.”140 In the Financial Times, Gil-
lian Tett put that sovereignty risk more bluntly, US stablecoins 
could be the next chapter in “American financial imperialism.”141 
The IMF has recently outlined the three main financial stabi-
lity risks associated with the continued growth of stablecoins: 
“(1) weaker economies may face currency substitution and re-
duced effectiveness of policy tools, (2) bond market structure 
could change with potential implications on credit disinter-
mediation, and (3) investor runs out of stablecoins may gene-
rate forced selling of reserve assets.”142 The Financial Stability 
Board (FSB), which coordinates the work of national financial 
authorities and international standard-setting bodies, in its Oc-
tober 2025 review of the implementation of its crypto-assets 
recommendations found that “cross-border cooperation and 
coordination is fragmented, inconsistent, and insufficient to 
address the global nature of crypto-asset markets.”143 The FSB 
emphasized that “fragmented responsibilities among domes-
tic authorities, divergent definitions of crypto-assets, and legal 
barriers . . . may delay coordinated responses to potential sys-
temic risks.”144 

In response, the IMF, the G20, the FSB, and other standard-set-
ting bodies are working on a “comprehensive and globally 
coordinated regulatory approach.”145 The BIS is working on op-
tions such as harnessing tokenization to improve cross-border 
payments in the banking system and make them seamless, 
more efficient, cost-effective and well regulated. There are 
also proposals for compliance by design to be built into the 
blockchains of stablecoins, which could improve their supervi-
sion. In addition, CGAP has started exploring how stablecoins 
can drive financial inclusion.146 If the rapid growth of stable-
coins is part of a global “stablecoin race” then governments 
seeking to expand financial inclusion will need to respond ra-
pidly.

This rapid rise of stablecoins is increasing the urgency for 
governments to roll out their DPI and its related regulation to 
achieve national and regional objectives. At the same time 
governments will also need to raise public awareness about 
the benefits and risks of digital financial assets like stablecoins 
and enact and enforce consumer protections.
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Artificial intelligence
A comprehensive data-driven snapshot of the global AI lands-
cape released by the World Bank in November 2025 provides 
a useful economy-level view of progress and the four founda-
tional investments needed for countries to benefit from AI.147 
Therefore, this report will briefly outline the AI opportunities 
for banks and fintechs to provide financial services to the three 
billion global majority, after first identifying some of the very 
real risks of AI for this majority—particularly generative AI (Ge-
nAI)—which need to be mitigated. 

At an economy level, the Carnegie Endowment has identified 
three ways “the global majority uniquely faces harm from AI”: 
harms arising from the centralization of AI production in the 
Global North (resulting in deepening global inequality); harms 
due to a failure to account for AI’s sociotechnical nature across 
diverse social contexts; and harms arising from practical and 
policy roadblocks preventing abstract principles from transla-
ting to global practice.148 This builds on the work of the 2021 
UNESCO recommendations on the ethics of AI.149 However, 
leading thinkers in tech community, such as at MIT,150 are more 
focused on the risks and dangers of the weaponization of AI. 
They recognize AI is revolutionizing cyber threats, making 
them more scalable, adaptive, and autonomous. Unfortunately, 
AI-enhanced phishing, deep-fake deception, and polymorphic 
malware are just the beginning. AI can now be used to auto-
mate entire attack sequences, executing with minimal human 
intervention, and dynamically adapting to exploit weaknesses 
in real time. Governments and financial service providers need 
to be aware of this new reality. 

The January 2025 BIS report titled Governance of AI Adoption 
in Central Banks finds that:151 

The potential risks are wide-ranging and include 
those around data security and confidentiality, risks 
inherent to AI models (e.g., «hallucinations») and, 
importantly, reputational risks. The potential risk ex-
posure for central banks can be significant, owing 
to the criticality and sensitivity of the data they han-
dle as well as their central role in financial markets.

To address these risks, the BIS recommends a comprehensive 
risk-management strategy.

For financial inclusion, the risks include turbocharging fraud, 
scams, and identity theft,152 the compromising of trust in go-
vernment and business, together with the lack of transparency 
-the black box problem,153 and inadequate redress mecha-
nisms has potentially devastating consequences for those with 
low incomes. The Alliance for Innovative Regulation’s white 
paper on GenAI provides more useful detail of these risks.154

In response to such risks, the World Bank’s practical handbook 
for emerging market policymakers on AI, Devising a Strategic 
Approach to AI, seeks to overcome the AI North-South divi-
de, and ensure AI is used for national goals. The World Eco-
nomic Forum has also issued a 2025 handbook, Advancing 
Responsible AI Innovation, advising private-sector companies 

to coordinate with regulators to manage AI risks responsibly.155 
Both handbooks recognize that new forms of coordination 
are required. Leading thinkers in this area find that “incremen-
tal co-ordination won’t solve systemic challenges, thus we 
need innovation in both the regulatory and legislative system 
to create, modernize and adapt institutional forms and man-
dates,” as noted in a summary of a University of Cambridge 
workshop co-hosted by the Innovation Hub for Prosperity and 
the Cambridge Centre for Alternative Finance.156 But there is 
good news: There are three main ways AI can accelerate ser-
ving the three billion.

Fraud prevention
Using AI for fraud prevention is one benefit of the double-
edged sword of AI in financial services. In 2020, global re-
search found that fraud detection was the most common use 
of AI in the financial industry and it continues to be used this 
way. AI can detect fraudulent documents, SIM swap identifica-
tion, identity theft, synthetic IDs, anti-phishing measures, real-
time user behavior analysis, and proactive warnings to users. 
This year, the Alliance for Innovative Regulation found that 
“keeping pace with the criminals” was an important benefit of 
AI.157 AI-driven nudges could also help providers better train 
their employees and agents to protect consumers against 
fraud and other risks. This is good news for serving the three 
billion potential formal borrowers: Being able to prevent fraud 
in new markets allows for confident expansion. 

AI-backed credit scoring and loan term design
Using AI to undertake credit scoring and to make loan deci-
sions can significantly reducing costs for financial service pro-
viders in emerging markets. These are just a few of the many 
possible examples:

	y Use of phone, photo, and other alternative data for cre-
dit scoring by AI models: AI-backed credit assessment 
using alternative phone payment data, photos of stock 
in store and/or an AI chatbot are used by companies 
like M-KOPA and Tala in Kenya, enabling loans for po-
pulations who previously could only borrow from family 
and friends. 

	y Bundling optional digital financial skills with loans has 
proved to be effective for MTN Fintech in partnership 
with Arifu and the Mastercard Center for Inclusive 
Growth, with the result that one million small businesses 
have benefited, increasing sales and income.

	y Embedded finance for AI credit assessment: This is 
when financial services are integrated into nonfinancial 
platforms, marketplaces, and workflows. Embedded fi-
nance addresses challenges of limited collateral, lack 
of formal credit histories, and prohibitive costs of bor-
rowing, by leveraging alternative data—such as tran-
saction histories, sales performance, and supply chain 
activity on these platforms—to assess creditworthiness. 
E-commerce platforms like Alibaba (China), Hepsibura-
da (Turkey) and Mercado Libre (Latin America) use sales 
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and revenue data to offer tailored financing solutions 
to merchants, enabling them to grow their businesses 
without relying on traditional banks. 

	y Risk profile segmentation can also help prevent ove-
rindebtedness, but this is predicated on a well-regu-
lated and supervised financial sector.

Finally, a note on agentic AI, which can perform tasks such as 
credit scoring and solve issues on its own. McKinsey in 2025 
argues that agentic AI will be a major game changer in finan-
cial service providers (recognizing that it works best on an 
open finance framework). 

Aggregating information for the customer to boost 
productivity
The G7 AI Hub for Sustainable Development is currently wor-
king on use cases for (small) AI to drive impact and increase 
trust in digital services. These use cases embed finance but 
are not primarily about finance. OpenAgrinet is an example 
of such a use case. It uses AI to “provide real-time data, pre-
dictive insights, and transparency across supply chains, in 
multiple languages.” This approach ensures farmers, even in 
remote areas, can access vital information and resources, nar-

rowing the digital divide, and enhancing efficiency. It embo-
dies principles like: Designing to work at scale (not scaling up 
from a pilot); embracing diversity as the solution (not looking 
for cookie-cutter farms); distributing the ability to solve (not 
centralize); and doing no harm. On that point, it is worth noting 
that AI can also be used to analyze dark data to benefit indivi-
duals, but this also needs safeguards. 

There are both challenges and opportunities to better serve 
the global majority using the incredible potential of AI to fos-
ter financial inclusion within a responsible digital finance eco-
system.

The exciting acceleration of implementation of the package of 
DPI, together with the use of AI, means that there is a unique 
opportunity to responsibly serve the three billion people who 
have accounts and could use appropriate, affordable, formal 
borrowing services—but are not yet doing so.158 The following 
three policy recommendations address this pivotal moment 
for serving the three billion who are economically active and 
have financial accounts but are not yet able to realize the be-
nefits of formal borrowing and other financial services—and 
thereby driving growth, jobs, and progress toward the SDGs.

A woman uses her phone to use MPESA for a mobile money transfer. Vodafone Group/Flickr.
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A three-billion-person challenge: Decision time for financial-sector leaders

Government financial-sector leaders have key decisions 
to make on how to move quickly to enact and enforce res-
ponsible practices in the financial ecosystem so customers 
can trust that both their money and data are safe, and if scams 
do happen, they have recourse mechanisms with power. Na-
tional coordination at the highest level is essential; regional 
approaches, including policy harmonization, can be cost-ef-
fective; and urgency is imperative. Private financial-sector lea-
ders have key decisions to make about how to design affor-
dable and profitable financial products that build trust, enable 
resilience and financial well-being, and spur economic growth. 
Such interconnected actions will help leaders to grasp this 
unique challenge and opportunity to build a safer and more 
prosperous future for three billion people.

1. Bridge regulatory silos for DPI and AI 
governance to focus on inclusive growth
Urgent elevation of DPI and AI governance to the highest le-
vels of government is needed to realize the significant poten-
tial return on investment as well as address the security and 
regulatory challenges. Only the highest levels of government 
can provide the leadership to bridge the regulatory and over-
sight silos of digital economy acceleration, national security 
maintenance, financial-sector regulation, data governance, 
regional autonomy, and private-sector engagement to drive 
growth and fulfill the SDGs. This cross-functional leadership 
should also extend to the regional and G20 level.

As World Bank President Ajay Banga said: “Private investment 
flows only where the right conditions exist and where there’s 
a clear probability of return. And for that, two things are es-
sential: a strong infrastructure foundation and a predictable 
regulatory environment. Without these, private capital stays 
on the sidelines.”159 So government leaders need to provide 
the infrastructure and predictable regulatory environment, and 
providers of financial services need to be ready to engage 
with these markets.

Great leadership has already been shown by India, Malaysia, 
Colombia, South Africa, and other national leaders. In India, the 
prime minister set up Digital India in 2015 under his office.160 
Ten years later, Aadhar (the digital ID for every citizen), UPI 
(Free Digital Payments for everyone), the Electronic Consent 
Framework, and the Data Empowerment and Protection Ar-
chitecture have catalyzed India’s digital economy.161 India is 
sharing its experience through the G20, the Center for Digital 
Public Infrastructure, and many other avenues.162 Malaysia’s 
National Council for Digital Economy and Fourth Industrial Re-
volution (MED4IR), under the Office of the Prime Minister, is 
highlighted by the World Bank as an example of good practice, 
providing a one-government, cross-sector strategic vision for 
AI and DPI.163 In Colombia, the president established a “situa-
tion room” during the COVID-19 pandemic to bring all relevant 

public and private actors together to urgently use its DPI to 
provide payments to three million people without incomes 
within a month!164 The Office of the President of South Afri-
ca convened a whole-of-government working group in Sep-
tember 2024, with the mandate to prepare a Digital Transfor-
mation Roadmap in six months, and it launched in May 2025.165 

Beyond internal government coordination, wider national en-
gagement is also imperative. The UN DPI Safeguards and the 
Alliance for Innovative Regulation strongly recommend that re-
gulators, policymakers, and legislators engage in this dialogue 
with innovators, financial services providers, and consumer 
advocates.166 Recent research undertaken by the Cambridge 
Centre for Alternative Finance finds private-sector partners 
are essential: “Successful implementations demonstrate that 
a well-coordinated approach, whether public-led or indus-
try-driven, can influence financial inclusion and efficiency while 
maintaining regulatory safeguards.”167 National financial inclu-
sion strategies, in particular, could offer lessons for building a 
responsible digital finance ecosystem where key stakeholders 
collaborate.168

However, experience shows more than genuine country lea-
dership is needed for success: These platforms will fail unless 
there is sequenced action to sustain momentum,169 delivering 
both near-term benefits and long-term transformation; and ca-
pital investment is structured in ways that unlock complemen-
tary public and private finance. It can be done, and a subset of 
this high-level collaboration is needed to focus on protecting 
customers and building trust. The T20 has called on G20 lea-
ders to use their influence to create a multistakeholder agen-
da for digital public infrastructure design which could facilitate 
speed and transparency in its rollout.170

2. Update and enforce responsible regulations 
to protect new customers, with regional 
learning  
Both enacting and enforcing updated responsible regulations 
across the financial ecosystem are priorities to help prevent 
customers from being scammed or subjected to surveillance 
or excluded at times of rapid innovation. Protecting consent-
based digital data usage will be especially important as the 
use of AI increases and there will be new consumers of digi-
tal financial services who may potentially be more vulnerable. 
Customers need to be able to trust that their money and data 
are safe, and if scams do happen, they have recourse mecha-
nisms with power.

Financial consumer protection is a long-standing part of a 
central bank’s mandate. The World Bank Group’s Developing 
a Risk-Based Approach to Financial Consumer Protection 
Supervision (published in 2022),171 and the G20/OECD 2022 
High-Level Principles on Financial Consumer Protection,172 re-

Three urgent action recommendations so three billion 
adults can drive growth
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flected the state of the practice, but they are fast becoming 
outdated. Speaking at the BIS in September 2025, an assistant 
governor of the Reserve Bank of Australia said central bankers 
are facing a “new era of strategic, technological and operatio-
nal disruption that is cutting across the financial system and 
wider society in complex ways.”173 There is a real urgency to 
broaden the approach to responsible regulation to include, 
for example, data governance and other financial-sector risks, 
as well as resilience for the financial system. The financial in-
dustry is increasingly seeking guidance from regulators on the 
responsible use of AI.174 

A responsible digital finance ecosystem approach with all par-
ticipants contributing to protecting the new digital finance en-
trants ecosystem is now essential.175 This includes new actors 
involved in the design and provision of financial services, as 
well as the many authorities and consumer representatives. 
On a hot-button issue like pricing, consumer advocates and 
digital lenders with rich datasets could join with regulators 
to model consumer outcomes for a range of scenarios and 
stress-test scenarios.176 

Regional harmonization of regulation and enforcement may 
help speed up the work, particularly as global coordination is 
facing a particularly challenging time. Shared or harmonized 
regulatory standards are proving to be effective in promoting 
regional trade and trust, e.g., the European Union’s General 
Data Protection Regulation (EU GDPR),177 efforts of the Asso-
ciation of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN),178 and the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) agreement and ratifica-
tions.179 Cambridge Centre for Alternative Finance research 
finds that a national approach can be enhanced when com-
plemented by “stronger coordination through intergovern-
mental bodies, cross-border collaborations, and public-pri-
vate partnerships.”180 The European Commission also has a 
regional AI Action Plan.181 The African Union’s AI strategy has 
already recommended “the establishment of an appropriate 
AI governance system and regulations at regional and natio-
nal levels.”182 Leveraging collective action is one of the ways 
regulators can surface the highest priorities, solve problems, 
articulate clear goals for AI governance, and then develop 
more standardized approaches.183 These regional approaches 
could provide a framework for regulatory protection for new 
financial-sector consumers to respond quickly to face the 
unique challenges of this moment. 

Authorities will need to double down on effective enforcement 
mechanisms so that consumers have recourse as the market 
evolves. There are ways to reduce the cost of enforcement 
including using AI to improve regulator’s ability to respond to 
consumer complaints.184 For example, the Central Bank of the 
Philippines is using an AI chatbot named BOB to enhance fi-
nancial consumer protection,185 and the Reserve Bank of India 
Innovation Hub is using AI to track digital credit complaints on 
social media to assess risks.186 The cost is worth it because 
the cost of inaction may be higher with the loss of trust in the 
financial system and the loss of economic growth. It was South 
Africa’s deputy minister of communications and digital techno-

logies, Mondli Gungubele, who challenged participants at an 
event during the eightieth session of the UN General Assem-
bly (aka UNGA 80) on DPI safeguards to consider what the 
cost of doing nothing to protect consumers would be.187

3. Create national financial service providers 
codes of conduct to build consumer trust 
Consumers’ lack of trust, as discussed in this report, is reco-
gnized as one of the potentially challenging tradeoffs of DPI,188 
and is an issue when planning a national AI strategy. Consu-
mers International says that regulation is not enough: To build 
trust, the focus needs to be on outcomes for consumers.189 
Therefore, in addition to points 1. and 2. above, it is recom-
mended that financial service providers of all kinds in each na-
tional market agree to a kind of Hippocratic oath to “do no har-
m,”190 which is the first principle of the UN DPI Safeguards. The 
next step is committing to ongoing research with consumers 
and taking action to address consumers’ challenges, such as 
on access and pricing, so their products increase consumers’ 
incomes and financial well-being.191 

Several industry associations have codes of conduct that out-
line ethical principles and responsible finance standards for 
members, but they are typically around one type of institution 
rather than the overall sector. The Australian Banking Associa-
tion has a strong national code of conduct that is “intended to 
complement the law and, in some areas, set higher standards 
than the law.”192 While valuable, these codes of conduct do not 
include all the new types of service providers in the current 
market, often do not address the use of AI, and are not often 
developed in partnership with consumer advocates.193 An ex-
cellent example of sectoral action by financial service provi-
ders of all kinds in partnership with women entrepreneurs’ ad-
vocates is the Women Entrepreneurs Finance Code.194 The WE 
Finance Code is a national commitment by financial service 
providers of all kinds, both private and public, civil society, and 
the government, to increase lending to women entrepreneurs 
and track performance. It has already been launched in more 
than thirty countries in just eighteen months from the Domini-
can Republic and Uzbekistan to Rwanda and Fiji—and its use 
is expanding rapidly. So, a national action step by financial ser-
vice providers with government and civil society is possible. 

As most adults who are not borrowing are women, the WE 
Finance Code signatories are also committed to robust data 
gathering to track lending to women with the aim of using the 
data to increase financing. A similar approach is being taken in 
Indonesia: The Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child 
Protection, together with Women’s World Banking, initiated the 
Women’s Digital Advocacy Hub,195 a multistakeholder collabo-
ration platform involving the government, all types of financial 
service providers, civil society organizations, and other deve-
lopment partners, to listen to women consumers and success-
fully advance women’s financial inclusion. 

Research has already demonstrated that it is good practice 
when marketing digital credit to have clear terms and condi-
tions in the language and media that customers understand 
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(voice options in local languages are particularly accessible).196 
The marketing itself must include where to get help to solve 
problems. However, when investigating challenges for new 
entrants to understand digital credit pricing, researchers 
found that it took regulations requiring mobile money provi-
ders to post up-to-date pricing information, in a standardized 
format, among other things, to help consumers to access and 
assess prices.197 Credit providers could do this before regula-
tions come out. A step further would be to agree on pricing 
guardrails and on responsible collection practices.198 For exa-
mple, the Global Debt Collection with Dignity Initiative (GDC-

DI) recognizes that the regulation of debt collection practices 
has fallen short in many legal systems worldwide,199 inclu-
ding those of advanced economies. Therefore, the initiative 
includes developing a model framework with consumers for 
regulating debt collection firms and practices, adaptable by 
national authorities around the world.

In each market, it is choices by key market actors to commit to 
the well-being of consumers that will facilitate the building of 
a safer and more prosperous future for three billion people.

Financial-sector leaders in government and the private sector 
have urgent decisions to make on how to best harness the 
technological innovations in DPI and AI, prevent their potential 
harms and so expand responsible financial services to benefit 
those who have financial accounts but barely use them. Na-
tional coordination is essential and regional approaches, in-
cluding policy harmonization, can be cost-effective, but it will 
require a sense of urgency to overcome the challenges. Lea-
dership is needed to enact and enforce responsible protec-

tion for customers facing digital innovations. Business leaders 
pursuing these innovative approaches need to better unders-
tand and serve the significant new customer segment, as well 
as design clear, simple, and affordable financial products that 
enable resilience and financial well-being. 

It is time for leaders of all kinds to take these three actions for 
the three billion global majority to improve their lives and drive 
growth. 

Conclusion
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