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Introduction

Financial inclusion is a critical driver of economic development, 
poverty reduction, and gender equality1,2. Evidence shows that 
financial inclusion operates through multiple channels, including 
improved credit access, enhanced savings mobilisation, and 
increased investment opportunities, which collectively contribute 
to poverty reduction and economic empowerment1,2. Moreover, 
Simione and Muehlschlegel (2023)3 and Bruhn et al. (2023)4 
demonstrate that financial inclusion strengthens household 
stability by smoothing consumption, reducing vulnerability to 
shocks, and supporting long-term welfare gains, which are 
especially significant for women and low-income households. 
In Uganda, significant progress has been made in expanding 
access to financial services, largely due to the rapid growth of 

This policy brief examines how the gender gap in mobile 
phone ownership limits women’s access to formal financial 
services in Uganda. The 2023 Finscope survey reveals that 
while mobile phone ownership has risen to 72% nationally, a 
persistent and widening gender gap exists, with 80% of men 
owning mobile phones compared to only 64% of women. 
This disparity has far-reaching implications for women’s 
access to formal financial services. These include limited 
mobile money access, exclusion from the digital economy, 
and reduced access to credit and savings opportunities. For 
example, women are less likely to qualify for mobile-based 
loans due to limited digital transaction histories, forcing them 
to rely on informal mechanisms such as Village Savings and 
Loan Associations (VSLAs), with 50% of women showing a preference for VSLAs, compared to 31% of men. To bridge this 
gap, the brief proposes actionable policies, including expanding affordable smartphone access, promoting digital literacy, 
simplifying registration processes, and integrating women-led informal groups into formal banking systems. 
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Executive Summary

mobile money platforms. Several initiatives have specifically 
targeted women’s financial inclusion, including the National 
Financial Inclusion Strategy II (2023 - 2028), which embeds 
gender-focused goals; the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship 
Programme (UWEP); and the Parish Development Model, which 
reserves 30% of its revolving fund for women-led enterprises, 
among others. However, a persistent gender gap in mobile phone 
ownership currently hinders women’s ability to fully participate 
in the digital financial ecosystem. 

According to the FinScope Uganda 2023 survey, while overall 
mobile phone ownership has increased by 13 percentage points 
from 59% in 2009 to 72% in 2023, the gender gap has doubled, 
from 8% in 2009 to 16% in 2023. By 2023, 80% of men owned 
mobile phones compared to only 64% of women. This disparity is 
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particularly concerning given that mobile phones are the primary 
gateway to formal financial services, such as mobile money and 
other digital platforms, of which mobile money has become a 
dominant form of financial inclusion in Uganda5,6. The widening 
gender gap in mobile phone ownership impacts women’s ability 
to access mobile money and other digital financial services, 
which are crucial for formal financial inclusion. In addition, while 
overall financial inclusion in Uganda has increased from 77% in 
2018 to 81% in 2023, formal financial inclusion remains higher 
among men (68%) compared to women (58%). This policy brief 
highlights how the gender gap in mobile phone ownership limits 
women’s access to formal financial services, drawing on key 
findings from the 2023 FinScope Uganda Survey report.

Key Findings 

1. 	 The lack of a mobile phone is one of the key 
limitations to mobile money services access
The 2024 State of the Industry Report on mobile money shows 
that the mobile money service continues to be a major driver of 
15 out of the 17 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), including SDG 11 on sustainable cities and communities 
and SDG 12 on responsible consumption and production. For 
example, mobile money provides accessible and affordable 
digital financial services to underserved communities, enabling 
them to save, borrow, and make payments securely. In doing 
so, it helps lift households out of poverty (advancing SDG 1 - 
No Poverty) and fosters inclusive economic growth (supporting 
SDG 8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth). In Uganda, 
mobile money has become a critical tool for financial inclusion 
and the most widely accessible formal financial service, with 
65.9% of adults using it in 2023, an increase from 54.4% in 

20186. Despite this progress, however, women continue to face 
substantial barriers that limit their ability to fully benefit from 
mobile money services.

Figure 1 reveals that 32% of female respondents cite the lack 
of a mobile phone as a key barrier, while 44% face challenges 
due to the lack of required documentation, such as national IDs. 
Figure 1 further shows that women consistently suffer lower 
rates of mobile phone ownership and SIM card registration over 
time, which constrains their use of mobile money. In addition, 
16% of the survey respondents reported never having heard of 
mobile money or not knowing what it is, underscoring persistent 
knowledge and awareness gaps that affect uptake6.

Even when they own phones, 5% of the respondents report 
that family disapproval hinders their ability to register and use 
mobile money, reflecting broader social norms that restrict 
women’s financial autonomy. These norms, which often position 
women as homemakers and subordinate financial actors within 
households, not only limit their freedom to make independent 
financial decisions or access digital tools, but also compel many 
to register mobile money accounts under their husbands’ names, 
resulting in reduced control over their own funds7,8. As a result, 
women often remain excluded from the convenience and safety 
of formal financial transactions, leading to continued reliance 
on cash, which is less secure. These impediments further 
restrict women’s access to savings, credit, and other financial 
services, thereby perpetuating gender disparities in economic 
participation. Consequently, the benefits of mobile money, 
including its convenience and flexibility, which are essential 
drivers of financial inclusion, remain unattainable for numerous 
Ugandan women.

Figure 1 Mobile phone, SIM card ownership and reasons for not adopting mobile money

Source: Author’s construction using Finscope Uganda 2023 survey report

Note: Respondents selected multiple reasons; only those most relevant to gender-based barriers are presented.



POLICY BRIEF NO. 192, FEBRUARY, 2026

3How the gender gap in phone ownership limits women’s access to formal financial services in Uganda.

2. 	 The gender gap in mobile phone ownership 
undermines efforts to expand women’s access to credit 
and savings through mobile-based financial services
The gender gap in mobile phone ownership significantly limits 
women’s access to formal credit and savings in Uganda, 
restricting their economic empowerment. According to the 
FinScope Uganda 2023 survey, 10% of respondents adopted 
mobile money services for borrowing and 4% for secure storage 
of their money (referring to safely holding funds for short-term 
transactions), and 3% cited they wanted to start saving money 
on their mobile money account (reflecting a more deliberate, 
long-term savings intention), highlighting its role in financial 
inclusion. Mobile-based lending platforms such as MTN Momo 
and Airtel Wewole and other fintech services like Ensibuuko 
have gained popularity as alternatives to traditional financial 
institutions, offering small loans without requiring collateral. 
However, these platforms rely on mobile transaction histories 
and digital footprints to assess creditworthiness. For example, 
MTN Momo launched financial products, such as MoPesaand 
MoKash, which offer savings and instant loans9. Simione and 
Muehlschlegel (2023) also affirm that mobile money users are 
more likely to save and borrow. Since women are less likely to 
own phones and actively use mobile money, it makes them less 
likely to build transactional history needed to qualify for mobile-
based loans. 

Furthermore, Figure 2 reveals that among women who save, 70% 
of women save less than 150,000 UGX per month, compared 
to 55% of men, indicating lower financial security among 
women. Without access to formal banking services, women 
are forced to rely on informal financial mechanisms, such as 
Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) and borrowing 
from family or friends. The fact that 50% of women prefer 

VSLAs, compared to 31% of men, underscores their reliance on 
community-based savings, which offer quick access to credit 
but lack the security and growth potential of formal financial 
institutions. These patterns predominantly reflect the situation 
of rural, less-educated Ugandan women who face mobility 
and literacy barriers to formal banking and thus rely heavily 
on informal savings groups10. While the informal mechanisms 
provide some inclusion, they are less secure and offer limited 
growth opportunities, leaving women with smaller savings and 
credit options. This continued reliance on informal systems also 
perpetuates economic marginalisation, as women miss out on 
the security and scalability of formal financial services, further 
hindering their ability to invest and build financial resilience.

3. 	 Women’s lower mobile phone ownership locks 
them out of the digital economy
The gender gap in mobile phone ownership exacerbates women’s 
exclusion from digital financial ecosystems. Figure 3a reveals 
that mobile money wallets/ e-wallets are the most widely used 
digital payment method (used by 23% of adults), yet uptake of 
other channels remains low, with only 9% of adults using mobile 
or internet banking, and just 7% using debit cards​. Additionally, 
among the reasons respondents gave for using digital payments, 
as shown in Figure 3b, were security (52%), convenience (17%), 
and privacy (14%), which benefits women miss out on due to 
limited access to the enabling technology. Without phones, 
women are locked out of the speed, security, and transparency 
that digital payments offer, making them less likely to engage 
in mobile-based business or financial activities. As a result, 
the digital divide in phone access is not merely a tech issue, it 
reinforces structural inequalities in access to modern financial 
tools.

Figure 2 Amount saved and preferred financial institution by sex.

Source: Author’s construction using Finscope Uganda 2023 survey report
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4. 	 Low phone and sim card ownership hinders 
formal bank account opening
The increased gender gap in mobile phone ownership (16%) and 
sim card ownership (15%) among women translates directly 
into lower formal bank account opening. Apart from national 
identification, mobile phone and Sim card ownership are now 
central to formal account acquisition in Uganda, especially as 
banks and mobile money providers increasingly continue to 
digitise customer onboarding. According to the Bank of Uganda 
and financial institutions’ KYC requirements, opening a bank 
account in Uganda requires a valid phone number and an active 
SIM card for account verification, transaction alerts, and mobile 
banking access11,12. The digitalisation of customer onboarding 
through electronic KYC (e-KYC) systems has made mobile phone 
ownership even more critical for accessing formal banking 
services6. As a result, women without phones or SIM cards are 
increasingly excluded from formal banking services, missing 
out on access to larger credit facilities, insured savings, salary 
deposits, and other essential financial tools that mobile money 
alone cannot provide1.

The World Bank’s Global Findex Database reveals that in Uganda, 
there has been a remarkable increase in the proportion of women 
owning a bank account, from 15 percent in 2011 to 65% in 2021. 
This increase is largely attributed to the rise of mobile money13 
. Yet the Finscope Uganda 2023 survey revealed that 55% of 

adults who do not use banks cite feeling “intimidated by the bank 
environment,” with other barriers including distance and lack of 
sufficient funds​. For women, who are less likely to own mobile 
phones and SIM cards, these barriers are amplified. Phone-
based platforms often serve as the first step toward financial 
inclusion, but without access, women are unlikely to register for 
bank or mobile-based accounts. Additionally, while 65.9% of 
adults use mobile money services, formal banking penetration 
remains limited at just 13.7% and is disproportionately in favour 
of men6​. This gap in digital onboarding mechanisms and bank 
registration channels means that women are effectively shut out 
from broader financial tools, such as insurance and digital credit. 

Emerging policy actions

Addressing the gender gap in mobile phone ownership requires 
bold and coordinated policy interventions aimed at reducing 
structural and digital barriers to women’s financial inclusion. 
The following emerging actions are proposed to bridge this gap 
and enhance women’s participation in formal financial services 
in Uganda:

1.	 Expand access to affordable smartphones for 
women while tackling restrictive social norms: 
The Ministry of ICT and National guidance in collaboration with 
telecom companies and financial service providers, should 

Figure 3 The share (%) of respondents using digital payment channels

a) Digital payment channels

b) Reasons for using digital payment channels

Source: Author’s construction using Finscope Uganda 2023 survey report
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roll out targeted mobile phone subsidy schemes or financing 
models to increase smartphone penetration among women, 
particularly in rural areas. However, these efforts must also 
address underlying infrastructure gaps such as poor network 
coverage that limit effective phone use. Additionally, efforts to 
expand smartphone access must be complemented by targeted 
behaviour change campaigns led by MoGLSD and community 
actors to address restrictive norms that prevent women from 
independently using mobile phones, especially in rural areas. 
Engaging men and local leaders is also key to shifting attitudes 
and promoting equitable digital access.

2.	 Promote digital financial literacy among women:
There is a critical need for nationwide digital financial education 
programs, with a specific focus on women. This can be done by 
UCC in collaboration with MoGLSD and CSOs. These programs 
should equip women with practical knowledge on using mobile 
money, mobile banking apps, and digital credit tools. Community-
based learning hubs, women’s groups, and VSLAs can serve as 
key delivery channels for such training.

3.	 Simplify mobile and banking registration 
requirements 
The Financial Intelligence Authority (FIA), in consultation with 
the Bank of Uganda (BoU), UCC, and telecom providers, should 
review and harmonize KYC (Know Your Customer) regulations 
to simplify SIM card and mobile money registration. This 
is especially critical for women, who are less likely to own 
mobile phones or have the required documentation, further 
deepening their financial exclusion. Integrating NIRA’s digital ID 
verification system will help reduce bureaucratic hurdles that 
disproportionately affect women without formal identification. 
Additionally, financial institutions should tailor their customer 
onboarding experiences to be more inclusive and less 
intimidating.

4.	 Incentivize formal institutions to serve women-
led informal groups 
VSLAs are women’s most preferred financial mechanism. BoU 
and MoFPED, working with commercial banks, Tier IV institutions, 
and VSLA-facilitating agencies (such as NGOs) should introduce 
incentive schemes such as tax rebates or matching funds to 
encourage and promote partnerships between VSLAs/ women-
led informal groups and formal banking systems. Given the 
gender gap in phone ownership, such partnerships can provide 
alternative channels to reach women, while also supporting 
digitalisation where feasible. This will help bridge informal 
and formal financial systems, enabling women to access more 
secure and scalable services as well as improved financial 
records. This in turn, will enable women to gradually transition 
into the formal financial ecosystem without disrupting the trust 
and convenience they value.
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