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Abstract

Financial inclusion has become a national priority in India; however, significant gaps persist
among minority women residing in socially and economically disadvantaged urban regions.
Muslim women, especially in Tier-3 cities such as Gaya, Bihar, continue to face multi-layered
exclusion shaped by cultural norms, religious sensitivities, institutional barriers, and gendered
restrictions. This study investigates the barriers to financial inclusion among Muslim women
living in selected urban wards of Gaya district. Using a mixed-methods exploratory design,
primary data were collected from 650 respondents through a structured questionnaire,
supplemented by four Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and six Key Informant Interviews
(KIIs). Descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, regression models, and thematic qualitative
analysis were employed. Findings reveal that while bank account ownership has increased
under PMJDY, meaningful financial inclusion remains weak due to low financial literacy,
mobility restrictions, linguistic barriers, low digital confidence, purdah norms, patriarchal
control over finances, and mistrust toward formal institutions. The Cultural and Religious
Barrier Index (CRBI) shows a significant negative effect on financial inclusion. The study
highlights the need for culturally sensitive, Urdu-based financial literacy programmes, women-

friendly bank environments, and strengthened community outreach to bridge the inclusion gap.
Introduction

Despite major financial reforms in India, including the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana
(PMIJDY), UPI expansion, and digital banking initiatives, financial inclusion among minority
women remains disproportionately low. Muslim women in India experience compounded

disadvantages due to the intersection of gender, religion, education, and patriarchal norms.

PAGE NO: 20



ALOCHANA JOURNAL (ISSN NO:2231-6329) VOLUME 14 ISSUE 12 2025

These disadvantages become even more pronounced in small urban centres such as Gaya
district in Bihar, which is characterized by low literacy, limited economic opportunities, and

historical underdevelopment.

Financial inclusion is not limited to bank account ownership; it requires regular usage,
awareness, autonomy, and the ability to make independent decisions. Existing literature
suggests that Muslim women face multiple bottlenecks—Ilimited mobility, religious and
cultural restrictions, mistrust of formal banking, language barriers, and inadequate institutional
sensitivity. However, little empirical research has focused exclusively on urban Muslim

women, despite their unique socio-cultural challenges.

This study aims to fill this gap by empirically examining the barriers to financial inclusion
among Muslim women in urban Gaya. It investigates how socio-cultural, institutional, and

behavioural constraints hinder meaningful access to and usage of financial services.
Literature Review

Research shows that women encounter significantly more obstacles than men in accessing
financial systems (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2014). For Muslim women, cultural norms such as
purdah, male-dominated financial decision-making, and restricted mobility intensify exclusion
(Engineer, 2011). Financial literacy plays a crucial role in enabling women to understand, trust,
and use financial services (OECD/INFE, 2018). Yet, studies reveal low levels of financial

knowledge among minority women, particularly in conservative regions.

In India, initiatives such as PMJDY have increased account penetration but not necessarily
active usage (Srivastava et al., 2020). Several studies point to the existence of religious and
cultural sensitivities that influence Muslim women’s participation in formal finance, including
concerns over interest (riba), male bank staff, lack of Urdu-based communication, and absence

of gender-friendly service practices.
There is a clear research gap on:
e Urban Muslim women in Tier-3 cities
e Culturally sensitive interventions
o Intersection of religion and digital finance

o Evaluation of program effectiveness for minority populations
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This study responds to these gaps using primary empirical data from Gaya district.
Objectives of the Study

1. Identify the major socio-cultural, psychological, and institutional barriers to
financial inclusion among Muslim women in urban Gaya.

2. Examine patterns of financial access, usage, and digital behaviour.

3. Analyse the relationship between cultural and religious barriers and financial
inclusion

4. Provide evidence-based suggestions to improve inclusion for minority women.
Research methodology
Research design

A mixed method exploratory design was used to capture the multidimensional nature of the
financial exclusion. Quantitative data provide measurable pattern while qualitative input

capture live experiences.

Sample and study area

The study was conducted in selected wards of urban Gaya district.

Sample size:650 women aged between18-60

The sample includes variation in education, income, marital status, and occupation.
Data collection tools

Structured Questionnaire (demographics, literacy, inclusion, behaviour, barriers). 4 FGDs

with 68 women each. 6 KIIs with NGO workers, bank officials, community leaders
Measures:

¢ Financial inclusion indicators
e Bank account ownership

e Usage patterns

e Access to credit/insurance

e Digital banking usage

e Transactional autonomy
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Cultural and religious barriers index

Developed from items measuring purdah restrictions, male-dominated institutions,

hesitancy toward formal banking, religious concerns, and family disapproval.

e CMV (Harman’s Single Factor Test): First factor < 50% — No bias
e EFA used to identify factor structure

e CFA used to confirm construct validity

e Regression & SEM used for analysing influence of barriers

e Validity and reliability

Results

The socio-economic profile of the respondents reveals a pattern of deep structural disadvantage
that significantly shapes their financial behaviour. A substantial majority of Muslim women in
urban Gaya belong to low-income households, often surviving on irregular or single-earner
incomes. This economic fragility limits their ability to save, invest, or participate in financial
products beyond basic bank accounts. Additionally, the high dependency ratio within these
families places substantial pressure on already limited financial resources, as most households
support several non-earning members, including children, elderly parents, and dependents.
This further reduces women’s financial autonomy and restricts their exposure to formal
financial systems. Compounding these barriers, education levels among respondents are
markedly low, with many women lacking functional literacy and numeracy skills necessary to
understand banking procedures, digital finance, or financial documentation. Together, these
structural disadvantages—Ilow income, high dependency burden, and poor educational
attainment—create an environment where meaningful financial inclusion becomes difficult to
achieve. They form the foundational barriers that limit access, reduce confidence, and

perpetuate reliance on male intermediaries for even basic financial tasks.
Levels of financial inclusion

Despite significant progress under national financial initiatives such as PMJDY, the actual level
of financial inclusion among Muslim women in urban Gaya remains limited and uneven. While
a large proportion of respondents possess a bank account, very few engage in meaningful or

regular usage of financial services. Most accounts remain inactive or used only for government
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benefits, indicating access without true inclusion. Savings behaviour is weak, as irregular
income and household dependency leave little surplus for deposits. Access to credit and
insurance is extremely low, primarily due to mistrust of formal institutions, fear of paperwork,
and lack of awareness about available schemes. Digital financial participation is even more
restricted; many women either do not own a smartphone or lack the confidence to operate
digital banking applications, leading to dependence on male family members for even simple
transactions. Autonomy in financial decision-making is minimal, as social norms and
household hierarchies discourage independent financial engagement. Overall, while the
infrastructure for inclusion exists, functional and empowered inclusion remains far from
realised, constrained by socio-economic vulnerabilities, cultural barriers, and inadequate

institutional support.
Cultural and Religious Barriers (CRBI)

Cultural and religious barriers emerge as some of the most influential determinants restricting
Muslim women’s financial inclusion in urban Gaya. The CRBI analysis reveals that mobility
restrictions rooted in purdah norms significantly limit women’s ability to visit banks, attend
financial literacy programmes, or engage directly with financial service providers. Many
respondents expressed discomfort interacting with male bank staff, which stems from both
religious expectations and cultural modesty norms. Linguistic barriers further intensify
exclusion, as several Urdu-speaking women struggle to read or comprehend forms, receipts, or
digital interfaces available predominantly in Hindi or English. Religious sensitivities also play
a notable role; for some households, concerns about riba (interest) and the perceived
incompatibility of formal finance with Islamic values discourage active participation in formal
financial institutions. Additionally, patriarchal norms within families often restrict women from
making independent financial decisions, thereby limiting their exposure, confidence, and
autonomy. These intertwined cultural, religious, and gendered constraints collectively create a
climate of hesitancy and dependence, undermining meaningful financial inclusion despite the

presence of formal banking infrastructure.
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Chi-Square and Association Analysis

Variables Ve df | P value | Cramér’s | Statistical Strength  of
\% Significance Association
Age Group 9.71 |6 | 0.137 0.086 Not significant | Very weak
Education Level 69.94 | 20 | 1.9x107 | 0.232 Highly Moderate
significant

Marital Status 244 |4 | 0.655 0.043 Not significant | Very weak
Employment 4.64 |8 |0.00179 | 0.138 Significant weak to
Status moderate
Income 825 |8 | 0409 0.080 Not significant | Very weak

The chi-square analysis was conducted to examine whether socio-economic variables such as
education, employment status, monthly income, age group, and marital status were
significantly associated with financial awareness and financial inclusion among Muslim
women in urban Gaya. The results indicate that education level showed a statistically
significant association with financial awareness, suggesting that women with higher
educational attainment were more likely to understand banking terms and financial products.
Similarly, employment status demonstrated a meaningful relationship with account usage,
reflecting that economically active women engage more frequently with financial services. In
contrast, variables such as age group, household income, and marital status showed no
significant association, implying that these demographic factors alone do not determine
financial awareness or inclusion. These findings highlight that education and economic
participation act as key enabling factors, while other demographic differences have limited
influence. The graphical representation (Figure X) visually reinforces these associations,
showing that categories with higher education and employment exhibit noticeably better

financial awareness levels compared to others.
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Regression analysis (CRBI-FI)

Variables

Regression Coefficients for CRBI Predicting Financial Inclusion

Predictor B Std. t- p- 95%  Confidence
Coefficient | Error value | value | Interval

Constant 9.87 0.49 20.14 | <0.001 | 8.90 to 10.84

Religious Barrier | —2.91 0.39 —7.46 | <0.001 | —3.67 to —2.15

Score (RBS)

Cultural Barrier | —1.22 0.37 -3.30 | 0.001 | -1.95to0—-0.49

Score (CBS)

The regression analysis was conducted to examine the extent to which cultural and religious

barriers (CRBI) influence the financial inclusion (FI) of Muslim women in urban Gaya. The

model demonstrates that both the Religious Barrier Score (RBS) and Cultural Barrier Score

(CBS) exert a significant negative impact on financial inclusion, indicating that higher levels

of cultural and religious restrictions are associated with substantially lower levels of

engagement with formal financial services. The negative B coefficients suggest that as these

barriers intensify, women’s ability to independently use bank accounts, access credit, utilize

digital financial tools, or make autonomous financial decisions declines. RBS shows a stronger

negative influence than CBS, implying that religious sensitivities—such as concerns regarding

riba (interest), hesitancy to interact with male bank staff, and preference for informal savings—

pose a more substantial obstacle to financial inclusion than cultural practices alone. Overall,

PAGE NO: 26




ALOCHANA JOURNAL (ISSN N0:2231-6329) VOLUME 14 ISSUE 12 2025

the regression results underscore the critical role of socio-cultural contexts in shaping financial
behaviour and highlight the need for culturally sensitive, women-friendly financial

interventions in minority communities.

Regression Coefficients for CRBI Predicting Financial Inclusion

—1.0}

Beta Coefficient
L
wn

2.0

—3.0L

RBS cBS
Predictors

Qualitative Insights

The qualitative findings gathered through Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and Key Informant
Interviews (KIIs) provide rich contextual depth to the quantitative results and reveal the lived
realities behind financial exclusion among Muslim women in urban Gaya. Many participants
expressed a persistent fear of making mistakes in banks, coupled with feelings of
embarrassment due to low literacy and lack of familiarity with financial procedures. Women
reported significant mobility restrictions, noting that purdah norms and safety concerns
prevented them from visiting banks independently. Several participants described discomfort
interacting with male bank staff, which often discouraged them from clarifying doubts or
completing transactions. Language emerged as a major barrier, as many Urdu-speaking women
struggled to comprehend Hindi and English forms, ATM screens, and digital interfaces.
Respondents frequently mentioned mistrust of digital finance, driven by stories of fraud and a
general lack of confidence in using technology. Interviews with bank officials and community
leaders highlighted that husbands and male relatives often discouraged women from handling
financial matters, reinforcing dependence and limiting autonomy. Collectively, these
qualitative insights illustrate that financial exclusion is deeply rooted in cultural norms,
religious sensitivities, psychological fears, and institutional gaps that require culturally

sensitive, women-friendly financial strategies.
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Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that financial inclusion among Muslim women in urban
Gaya is shaped by a complex interaction of socio-economic, cultural, and institutional factors.
The quantitative results indicate that while variables such as age, income, and marital status
show limited influence, education and employment significantly enhance financial awareness
and financial engagement. Regression analysis further highlights those cultural and religious
barriers—captured through CRBI—have a strong negative impact on financial inclusion,
suggesting that women’s ability to access, understand, and utilize financial services is
constrained more by social norms and religious sensibilities than by economic factors alone.
These statistical patterns are reinforced by the qualitative findings, where women consistently
reported fear, shame, linguistic challenges, mobility restrictions, and discomfort interacting
with male bank staff. These insights align with existing literature that emphasizes the role of
patriarchy, purdah norms, and gendered expectations in limiting women’s economic
participation. Together, the evidence suggests that financial exclusion among Muslim women
is not merely a matter of access but a deeper issue rooted in structural inequalities, gendered
socialization, and institutional insensitivity. Therefore, interventions aimed at improving
financial inclusion must go beyond account opening and address the cultural, behavioural, and

relational barriers that shape women’s financial lives.
Policy implication

The findings of this study reveal that meaningful financial inclusion for Muslim women in
urban Gaya cannot be achieved through access-based schemes alone; it requires targeted,
culturally sensitive, and institutionally responsive interventions. First, the government and
financial institutions should prioritize the development of local language -based financial
education materials, including simplified brochures, audio-visual modules, mobile tutorials,
and awareness leaflets. Such linguistic inclusion is essential for women who struggle with
Hindi or English forms and is likely to increase confidence and comprehension. Second, banks
operating in minority-dominated localities should establish women-friendly service
environments, such as female-only counters, dedicated help desks, and female banking
correspondents who can facilitate transactions without violating cultural norms such as purdah.

Third, door-to-door and community-based outreach programmes—delivered through ASHA
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workers, NGO volunteers, SHG networks, or madrasa-affiliated educators—can bridge

mobility restrictions by bringing financial knowledge directly into women’s living spaces.

Fourth, digital financial inclusion requires focused interventions such as basic smartphone
training, digital safety workshops, and assisted digital banking booths, which can reduce fear
of fraud and build digital confidence. Fifth, special attention must be given to developing
culturally acceptable financial products, including interest-free microfinance options, Islamic-
compliant savings schemes, and secure women-specific recurring deposit products that align
with the ethical concerns of conservative households. Sixth, there is a need for stronger
coordination between financial institutions and local governance structures to identify
exclusion pockets and design hyper-localized financial inclusion strategies based on ward-level
data. Finally, addressing patriarchal restrictions demands long-term social change, which can
be supported by family sensitization programmes that encourage shared financial responsibility
and highlight the benefits of women’s financial autonomy. Collectively, these policy actions
can move financial inclusion beyond mere account ownership and foster genuine

empowerment for minority women in urban Gaya.

Limitations and Future Scope

Although this study provides valuable insights into the barriers to financial inclusion among
Muslim women in urban Gaya, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the research
is geographically restricted to selected wards of Gaya district, which limits the generalizability
of the findings to other urban or rural Muslim populations in Bihar or across India. Second, the
study uses a cross-sectional design, capturing women’s financial behaviours and perceptions
at a single point in time; longitudinal research could better capture changes in attitudes, digital
adoption, and financial autonomy over time. Third, despite employing a mixed-methods
approach, the responses relied heavily on self-reported information, which may be influenced
by social desirability bias, especially given the cultural sensitivities surrounding financial
matters. Additionally, the study does not examine the role of emerging Islamic finance models,
fintech innovations, or community-based microfinance alternatives, which could offer
culturally acceptable financial pathways for minority women. Future research may explore
comparative analyses between urban and rural settings, incorporate Islamic finance
frameworks, evaluate the impact of targeted financial literacy interventions, or develop ward-

level financial inclusion indices. Expanding the scope to include male household members
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could also shed light on intra-household financial power dynamics. Such studies would further
enrich the understanding of structural and cultural determinants affecting women’s financial

inclusion in minority communities.
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