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Abstract

Purpose. This paper examines how Islamic FinTech could widen financial inclusion and support sustainable entrepreneurship
among women-owned micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) in Bangladesh, and it sets out a framework that future
empirical studies can test.

Design/methodology/approach. The study combines a structured literature review with a descriptive analysis of public secondary
data: the Global Findex 2021 and 2025 databases, Bangladesh Bank’s 2025 master circular on CMSME financing and its
reporting on women’s CMSME credit, agent banking and mobile financial services, Bangladesh Bank’s quarterly report on Islamic
banking, the Economic Census, and IFC estimates of the MSME finance gap.

Findings. Gender gaps remain wide. In the Findex 2025 survey wave (fieldwork in 2024), 33.4% of Bangladeshi women held an
account, against 53.5% of men, and the gap in digital payments was of similar size (21.4 points). Women entrepreneurs held 7.28%
of outstanding CMSME loans in March 2026, against a regulatory floor of 15%. Full-fledged Islamic banks held about a quarter of
banking deposits, but CMSMEs received only 8.04% of their investment. Shariah-compliant digital channels exist but remain thin.
We propose a framework that links five Islamic FinTech channels to financial inclusion and to the economic, social and
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environmental dimensions of sustainable entrepreneurship, state five testable propositions, and specify a measurement plan.

Originality/value. The paper replaces untested claims of impact with verified baseline evidence and a falsifiable research agenda.

Implications. Regulators and Islamic banks should report sex-disaggregated Islamic finance data and link Shariah-compliant

digital products to women-focused CMSME targets.

Keywords: Islamic FinTech; financial inclusion; women entrepreneurs; MSMEs; sustainable entrepreneurship; Bangladesh;

Shariah-compliant finance.

JEL classification: G21; G23; J16; L26; 016; Z12

1. Introduction

Women’s entrepreneurship matters for household welfare and for
growth, and policy has a role in narrowing the gaps that stop
women from starting and expanding firms. Duflo (2012) argues
that economic development and women’s empowerment reinforce
each other only weakly, so targeted policy is needed. Finance is
one of the clearest pressure points. Across countries, women-
owned firms face tighter credit constraints than firms owned by
men (Muravyev et al., 2009), and IFC estimates that women-
owned MSMEs account for about US$1.7 trillion of the formal
MSME finance gap in developing economies (Bruhn et al., 2017).

Bangladesh is an important test case. Its microfinance sector has
reached millions of women for four decades, and rigorous studies
found that credit channelled through women changed household
outcomes (Pitt & Khandker, 1998; Pitt et al., 2006). Yet formal
finance for women-owned enterprises remains limited. Bangladesh
Bank requires banks and financial institutions to direct at least 15%
of their CMSME loan portfolio to women entrepreneurs
(Bangladesh Bank, 2025a). By March 2026, women entrepreneurs
held only 7.28% of outstanding CMSME loans (“CMSME loans
shrink,” 2026). At the same time, Islamic banking is large: full-
fledged Islamic banks held 24.36% of banking-sector deposits and
28.93% of investments at the end of March 2025 (Bangladesh
Bank, 2025b). Mobile money and agent banking have spread
quickly. A Muslim-majority economy with a large Islamic banking
sector, rapid digital finance growth and a persistent gender gap in
enterprise credit invites the question whether Islamic FinTech can
serve women entrepreneurs better than the channels now in place.

The research on this question is thin, and some of it rests on weak
evidence. Studies of Islamic finance and inclusion show that
Muslim adults are less likely than non-Muslims to hold formal
accounts after controls, though the share who cite religion as the
reason is small (Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2014). Reviews of Islamic
FinTech describe products and regulation but rarely address
women-owned firms (Hasan et al., 2020; Rabbani et al., 2020).
Research on women’s financial inclusion in South Asia has
focused on conventional accounts and mobile money (Ghosh &
Vinod, 2017; Shen et al., 2026). Work on sustainable
entrepreneurship has developed concepts but has seldom examined
how the type of finance shapes the social and environmental
choices of small firms (Dean & McMullen, 2007; Shepherd &
Patzelt, 2011). Very little work links these streams for Bangladesh,
and we found no verified sex-disaggregated statistics on the use of
Islamic digital financial services in the country.

This paper addresses that gap with three research questions:

RQ1. What do verified public data show about the
gender gap in financial inclusion and enterprise finance
in Bangladesh, and about the reach of Islamic banking
and Shariah-compliant digital channels?

RQ2. Through which mechanisms could Islamic
FinTech channels plausibly affect financial inclusion and
sustainable entrepreneurship among women-owned
MSMEs, according to the existing literature?

RQ3. What testable propositions and measurement plan
would allow future studies to estimate these effects
credibly?

The paper makes three contributions. First, it assembles a verified,
cited baseline of gender, CMSME and Islamic banking indicators
for Bangladesh from 2017 to 2026, which future studies can
update. Second, it builds a conceptual framework that combines
Kabeer’s (1999) resources-agency-achievements view  of
empowerment, the gender-aware “SM” model of women’s
entrepreneurship (Brush et al., 2009), and the maqasid al-Shariah
view of Islamic finance (Laldin & Furgani, 2013). The framework
links five Islamic FinTech channels to inclusion and to three
dimensions of sustainable entrepreneurship. Third, it states five
propositions (P1-P5) and a measurement plan with established
indicators and validation procedures. The study collects no primary
data and makes no causal claims. Its value lies in separating what
is known from what still has to be tested.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature and
sets out the theoretical lens. Section 3 describes the method.
Section 4 presents the secondary-data analysis. Section 5 develops
the framework and propositions. Section 6 discusses the findings,
Section 7 sets out implications, Section 8 covers limitations and
future research, and Section 9 concludes.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical
Background

2.1 Women’s financial inclusion and enterprise finance

Financial inclusion is usually defined as the ease of access to,
availability of, and use of formal financial services (Sarma & Pais,
2011). The Global Findex surveys put this into practice through
individual-level indicators of account ownership, saving,
borrowing and digital payments (Demirgic-Kunt et al., 2022;
Klapper et al., 2025). Digital finance has widened access in many
economies, though its benefits depend on cost, trust and the
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Evidence from randomized and quasi-experimental studies shows
that how women access finance matters as much as whether they
do. In Kenya, the spread of mobile money raised consumption and
moved women out of agriculture into business (Suri & Jack, 2016).
In India, depositing women’s wages directly into their own bank
accounts raised their labor supply and shifted gender norms (Field
et al., 2021). By contrast, randomized evaluations of conventional
microcredit found modest average effects on business growth and
no transformative effects on women’s decision-making (Banerjee
et al., 2015). The design of the product, the control women have
over the account, and the social setting all shape the result.

For women-owned firms, supply-side constraints and demand-side
constraints add up. Firm-level data show that women entrepreneurs
are less likely to obtain loans and pay more when they do
(Muravyev et al.,, 2009). In Sub-Saharan Africa, much of the
gender gap in finance reflects differences in firm characteristics
rather than outright discrimination (Aterido et al., 2013). Indian
microdata show that education, income and household position
limit women’s inclusion (Ghosh & Vinod, 2017). Studies of
women entrepreneurs in emerging economies point to finance,
family responsibilities and social support as decisive factors (Naser
et al., 2009). In Bangladesh, ethnographic work shows that group-
liability microfinance can bring women into debt cycles enforced
through social codes of honor and shame (Karim, 2011), a
reminder that access to credit alone does not empower women.

Recent Bangladeshi evidence sharpens the digital dimension.
Using a 2021 national survey weighted against Findex microdata,
Shen et al. (2026) find that once education and income are
controlled for, women are about as likely as men to hold a bank
account, but men have roughly twice the odds of using a mobile
wallet. In their decomposition, about two-thirds of the gender gap
reflects women’s lower education and income. In other words, the
gap in Bangladesh is largely a gap in mobile money use. Any
Islamic FinTech strategy has to deal with it.

2.2 Islamic finance, religious self-exclusion and Islamic
microfinance

Islamic finance prohibits riba (interest), excessive uncertainty
(gharar) and gambling (maysir), and it favors trade-based, lease-
based and partnership contracts. The inclusion argument is that
some Muslims exclude themselves from interest-based finance for
religious reasons, and that Shariah-compliant products can bring
them in (Mohieldin et al., 2011). The evidence is mixed. Using
Findex data for 64 economies, Demirglig-Kunt et al. (2014) find
that Muslims are less likely than non-Muslims to own a formal
account or save at a formal institution after controls, with no
significant difference in formal borrowing. Few unbanked adults
cite religion as their main reason. Religious self-exclusion is real
but is probably not the binding constraint for most people. Cost,
distance, documentation and income weigh more. Studies of
Islamic financial inclusion in Indonesia point in the same direction:
product awareness, regulation and supply conditions shape uptake
alongside religious preference (Ali et al., 2020).

Islamic microfinance adapts murabahah (cost-plus sale), ijarah
(leasing), musharakah and mudarabah (partnership and profit-
sharing), and gard hasan (benevolent, interest-free loans) to low-
income clients. Abdul Rahman (2010) presents it as an ethical
alternative for poverty alleviation that rests on real economic
activity. Kaleem and Ahmed (2010) propose a charity-based model
in which zakat, sadagah and waqf funds lower the cost of serving

the poorest. These designs suit women micro-entrepreneurs who
lack collateral, but they cost more to deliver than plain loans
because each financing is tied to an asset or a business plan. That
cost is where digital delivery could help.

2.3 lIslamic FinTech

FinTech covers the use of digital technology to change how
financial services are produced and delivered (Gomber et al.,
2018). Islamic FinTech applies these tools within Shariah
constraints; digital Islamic accounts and wallets, app-based
murabahah and ijarah, crowdfunding under musharakah or
mudarabah, digital zakat and waqf platforms, takaful distributed
online, and blockchain-based contracts (Alam et al., 2019; Rabbani
et al., 2020). Reviews describe a fast-growing field that still lacks
empirical outcome studies, especially studies of underserved users
(Hasan et al., 2020). During the COVID-19 period, Islamic
FinTech was promoted as a channel for open social innovation and
social-finance distribution (Rabbani et al., 2021).

Adoption studies draw mainly on technology acceptance models.
In Indonesia, Darmansyah et al. (2021) find that intentions to use
Islamic financial technology depend on perceived usefulness, ease
of use, social influence and Shariah compliance. This fits the
unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT), in
which performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence
and facilitating conditions predict intention and use (Venkatesh et
al., 2003). In Bangladesh, Haque and Zahid (2026) examine mobile
banking from a jurisprudential perspective and argue that Shariah-
compliant mobile banking can support sustainable development if
contract structures and fund placement satisfy Shariah
requirements. Studies of FinTech in Bangladeshi agribusiness and
supply chains suggest that digital channels can lower transaction
costs and improve traceability for small producers, and that Islamic
social finance instruments can be routed through the same
platforms (Zahid et al., 2025a, 2025b). Trust also matters. Research
on customer retention in Islamic FinTech stresses service recovery
and Shariah-compliant communication as drivers of continued use
(Zahid et al., 2025c). None of these studies isolates women-owned
firms.

2.4 Sustainable entrepreneurship and its Islamic
foundations

Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery and exploitation of
opportunities that sustain nature, life support and community while
creating economic and non-economic gains for people and society
(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). Dean and McMullen (2007) show how
entrepreneurial action can reduce environmental degradation by
correcting market failures. The triple bottom line divides
performance into economic, social and environmental dimensions
(Elkington, 1998). We use these three dimensions as the outcome
space.

Islamic thought gives these outcomes a normative basis. The
magqasid al-Shariah, which include the protection of life, intellect,
lineage, faith and wealth, define the purposes against which
financial activity is judged (Laldin & Furgani, 2013). Glimisay
(2015) describes entrepreneurship from an Islamic perspective as
resting on entrepreneurial, socio-ethical and religio-spiritual pillars,
so profit is pursued alongside duties to the community. These ideas
suggest that Islamic finance should favor real-economy, risk-
sharing activity with social benefits. Whether Islamic FinTech
actually produces such outcomes for women-owned firms has not
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2.5 Theoretical lens

Three perspectives frame the analysis. First, Kabeer (1999) treats
empowerment as a process in which resources (including financial
resources) enlarge agency (the ability to define and act on goals),
which leads to achievements. Financial inclusion counts as a
resource. It does not empower by itself unless women control it,
which is consistent with the findings of Field et al. (2021). Second,
the gender-aware framework of Brush et al. (2009) adds
“motherhood” (household context) and the “meso/macro
environment” (norms, institutions and policy) to the classic market,
money and management factors. This explains why the same
financial product can have different effects for women and men.
Third, the maqasid perspective (Laldin & Furgani, 2013) supplies a
normative benchmark for sustainable outcomes and explains why
some women may prefer Shariah-compliant channels. Together,
these lenses predict that Islamic FinTech will help women-owned
MSMEs only when it (a) removes a binding access constraint, (b)
is controlled by the woman entrepreneur, and (c) is embedded in
supportive norms and regulation.

3. Methodology

3.1 Design

The study uses a two-part secondary design. Part one is a
structured narrative review following the guidance of Snyder
(2019) for reviews that synthesize evidence across fields in order to
build a conceptual model. Part two is a descriptive analysis of
verified public secondary data on Bangladesh. The study involves
no human participants, and it collects no survey, interview or
experimental data. All statistics in Section 4 come from the cited
public sources.

3.2 Literature search and selection

In October 2026 we searched Crossref, OpenAlex, publisher
websites and general web search engines with combinations of the
terms “Islamic fintech”, “Islamic microfinance”, ‘“Shariah-
compliant”, “financial inclusion”, ‘“women entrepreneurs”,
“women-owned”, “MSME/SME”, “mobile money”, “sustainable
entrepreneurship” and “Bangladesh”. We also followed backward
citations from key reviews (Hasan et al., 2020; Rabbani et al.,
2020). Inclusion criteria were (a) peer-reviewed articles, scholarly
books or institutional reports; (b) a direct link to at least one of four
themes: women’s financial inclusion, Islamic finance and
inclusion, Islamic FinTech, or sustainable entrepreneurship; and (c)
bibliographic details that could be confirmed against Crossref or

OpenAlex records or the publisher’s page. We excluded items
whose existence or details could not be verified, opinion pieces
without data (except where they report official statistics), and
studies that duplicated a stronger source. Given these criteria and
the conceptual aim, we did not run a full PRISMA protocol (Page
et al., 2021) and we report no screening counts. The final review
corpus is the set of works cited in Section 2, which is listed in the
References.

3.3 Secondary data sources
We selected indicators for four domains (Table 1 and Table 2):

1. Individual financial inclusion by sex. The Global
Findex Database, 2017, 2021 and 2025 waves
(Demirglic-Kunt et al., 2022; Klapper et al., 2025). The
2025 wave was fielded in calendar year 2024 and is
labeled 2024 in the database (World Bank, 2025). Values
were retrieved from the World Bank’s Global Findex
data service (World Bank, n.d.) on 2 October 2026.

Enterprise finance policy and outcomes. Bangladesh
Bank’s Master Circular on CMSME Financing
(SMESPD Circular No. 01, 17 March 2025) and press
reports of Bangladesh Bank’s quarterly CMSME data.

Islamic banking and digital channels. Bangladesh
Bank’s Quarterly Report on Islamic Banking in
Bangladesh for January—March 2025, and reported
Bangladesh Bank data on agent banking and mobile
financial services (MFS).

Enterprise structure and finance gaps. The
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) Economic Census
2013 and 2024 as reported, and IFC finance-gap
estimates (Bruhn et al., 2017).

Where a primary Bangladesh Bank or BBS document could not be
retrieved, we cite the national newspaper report that quotes it and
say so in the text. All figures are reported as published, rounded to
one or two decimals. The analysis is descriptive: we report levels,
gaps in percentage points and changes between waves, and we
draw no causal inferences.

4. Findings from the Secondary-Data
Analysis

4.1 Gender gaps in individual financial inclusion

Table 1 reports Findex indicators for Bangladeshi adults by sex.

Table 1. Financial inclusion indicators for Bangladesh by sex, Global Findex (percent of adults aged 15+)

Indicator Women 2017 | Men 2017

Women Men Women Men Gap 2024
2021 2021 2024 2024 (pp)

Account (financial institution or mobile | 35.8 64.6
money)

435 62.9 334 53.5 20.2

Mobile money account 10.3 325

20.3 38.4 145 27.2 12.7

Made or received a digital payment 21.2 47.3

33.6 57.9 23.4 44.8

Borrowed from a formal bank or similar | n.a. n.a.
financial institution

15.8 12.5 12.9 12.5

Borrowed any money

44.7 47.7 64.9 75.8
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Indicator Women 2017 | Men 2017

Women Men Gap 2024
2024 2024 (pp)

Saved at a financial institution or using
mobile money

9.4 11.9 25

Own a mobile phone n.a. n.a.

n.a. n.a. 73.7 91.3 17.6

Notes: The 2024 columns are the Global Findex 2025 wave,
fielded in 2024. “n.a.” means not available for that wave in the
database. The gap is men minus women. Source: World Bank
(n.d.), Global Findex Database, retrieved 2 October 2026;
Demirguc-Kunt et al. (2022); Klapper et al. (2025).

Four patterns stand out. First, the account gap is large and
persistent. In 2011, 26.0% of women and 37.3% of men held an
account, a gap of 11.3 percentage points. The gap widened to 28.8
points in 2017, narrowed to 19.4 points in 2021, and stood at 20.2
points in 2024. Overall account ownership in Bangladesh fell from
52.8% in 2021 to 43.3% in 2024 (World Bank, n.d.), even though
global ownership rose to nearly 80% and the global gender gap
was four percentage points (77% for women against 81% for men)
(World Bank, 2025). The fall needs to be read with caution until
the country documentation explains it, but it shows that the gains
of 2017-2021 were not secure, and that women lost ground in
absolute terms.

Second, the gap is concentrated in digital channels. In 2024,
women were 12.7 points behind men in mobile money and 21.4
points behind in digital payments. This matches the finding of
Shen et al. (2026) that the gap is mostly a mobile money gap.
Reported Bangladesh Bank data point the same way: women’s
share of MFS accounts fell from 48.28% in December 2019 to

41.83% in December 2023, while men’s share rose from 51.53% to
57.89% (Jahid, 2024).

Third, formal borrowing does not show a gender gap. Women were
slightly more likely than men to report borrowing from a formal
bank or similar financial institution in both 2021 and 2024. In
Bangladesh, the Findex category “similar financial institution”
includes microfinance institutions, whose clients are mostly
women, so this parity probably reflects microcredit rather than
enterprise-scale bank credit. Women’s overall borrowing rose
sharply between 2021 and 2024 (from 44.7% to 64.9%), but formal
borrowing did not. Most of the increase must therefore have come
from informal sources such as family, friends, shopkeepers and
moneylenders.

Fourth, the digital infrastructure gap is smaller than the gap in use.
Nearly three-quarters of women owned a mobile phone in 2024,
against 91.3% of men, yet only 14.5% of women had a mobile
money account. Device ownership is therefore not the main barrier
for most women. Usage, control, literacy and product relevance are
more likely candidates.

4.2 Enterprise finance for women: targets and outcomes

Table 2 brings together policy targets and reported outcomes for
women-owned enterprises and for Islamic banking.

Table 2. Selected enterprise finance and Islamic banking indicators, Bangladesh

Domain Indicator Value

Period Source

CMSME Minimum share of CMSME loans to 15%
policy women entrepreneurs, per year

From March
2025

Bangladesh Bank (2025a)

CMSME CMSME share of total loans and
policy advances (target)

25% by end-2025, rising
to 27% by 2029

2025-2029 Bangladesh Bank (2025a)

CMSME Share of CMSME loans to cottage, 50%
policy micro and small enterprises

Per year Bangladesh Bank (2025a)

CMSME Women entrepreneurs’ share of
outcome outstanding CMSME loans crore)

7.28% (about Tk 21,692

March 2026 “CMSME loans shrink” (2026),

reporting Bangladesh Bank

CMSME CMSME share of total bank lending 15.87%

outcome

March 2026 “CMSME loans shrink” (2026)

Islamic Full-fledged Islamic banks; branches 10; 1,699

banking

March 2025 Bangladesh Bank (2025b)

Islamic Islamic branches / windows of
banking conventional banks

37 branches (17 banks);
830 windows (20 banks)

March 2025 Bangladesh Bank (2025b)

Islamic Share of banking-sector deposits /
banking investments

24.36% / 28.93%

March 2025 Bangladesh Bank (2025b)

Islamic CMSME share of Islamic bank 8.04%
banking investment

March 2025 Bangladesh Bank (2025b)

Islamic Share of banking-sector deposits 23.62%

banking

March 2026 “Islamic banking deposits up”
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Domain Indicator Value

Period Source

Agent Women’s share of agent banking 48.6%
banking deposit accounts

June 2026 “Women’s participation in agent

banking” (2026)

Agent Women’s share of agents 11.5%
banking

June 2026 “Women’s participation in agent

banking” (2026)

MFS Women’s share of MFS accounts
2019)

41.83% (48.28% in Dec

December 2023 | Jahid (2024), reporting
Bangladesh Bank data

Enterprise Female-headed establishments

structure

0.56 million (7.21%) Economic

Muijeri (2019), reporting BBS
Census 2013

Enterprise Economic units; micro and cottage
structure shares

11.7 million; 56.67% Economic
micro, 38.74% cottage

“Micro and cottage industries”

Census 2024 (2026), reporting BBS

Enterprise
structure

Women'’s share of persons engaged

About 17%

Economic “Micro and cottage industries”
Census 2024 (2026)

Finance gap MSME finance gap, Bangladesh

US$2.8 billion

2023 (IFC “Micro, small, medium
estimate) enterprises” (2023)

Finance gap

Women-owned MSME finance gap,
developing economies

US$1.7 trillion

2017 Bruhn et al. (2017)

The policy framework is ambitious. The March 2025 master
circular sets a floor of 15% of CMSME loans for women
entrepreneurs each year. It also widens the definition of a women-
owned enterprise: besides sole proprietorships and companies in
which women hold at least 51% of shares, an enterprise now
qualifies if women hold at least 20% of shares and a woman is
managing director, executive director, chief executive or board
chair, or if women hold at least 20% of shares and at least 51% of
permanent staff are women (Bangladesh Bank, 2025a). Earlier
measures included a refinance window for women entrepreneurs at
5% interest and collateral-free loans of up to Tk 25 lakh on
personal guarantee (“Women entrepreneurs to get loans,” 2021).

Outcomes lag well behind. In March 2026, women entrepreneurs
held 7.28% of outstanding CMSME loans, less than half the floor,
and the CMSME portfolio as a whole had shrunk to 15.87% of
bank lending against a target of 25.5% for that year (“CMSME
loans shrink,” 2026). The same report shows non-performing loan
ratios of 43.97% at Islamic banks and 42.73% at state-owned banks
in March 2026. These figures point to severe balance-sheet stress,
which limits any lender’s appetite for new small-firm risk.
Commentators link the shortfall in women’s credit to collateral
requirements that favor real estate, documentation burdens, and
lenders’ risk aversion (“Gender disparity rising,” 2026).

4.3 Islamic banking: large deposit base, small CMSME
exposure

Islamic banking is a major part of the Bangladeshi system. In
March 2025, ten full-fledged Islamic banks operated 1,699
branches and held 24.36% of banking-sector deposits and 28.93%
of investments, while conventional banks ran 37 Islamic branches
and 830 Islamic windows (Bangladesh Bank, 2025b). By March
2026, the deposit share of the full-fledged Islamic banks had eased
to 23.62% (“Islamic banking deposits up,” 2026). Yet CMSMEs
received only 8.04% of Islamic bank investment in March 2025
(Bangladesh Bank, 2025b). The report mentions the refinance
scheme for women entrepreneurs in the small enterprise sector, but
it publishes no sex-disaggregated figures for Islamic financing. We
found no official statistic on the share of Islamic bank financing
that goes to women-owned enterprises. This is a material data gap:

the sector that most directly serves clients with a Shariah
preference does not report how much it serves women
entrepreneurs.

4.4 Shariah-compliant digital channels: present but thin

Shariah-compliant digital services exist in Bangladesh but remain
narrow. The state-linked MFS provider Nagad offers ‘“Nagad
Islamic” accounts. Users can convert a regular account through the
app, and the provider states that funds are kept in Islamic banks
and supervised by a Shariah committee (““Nagad Islamic’
guarantees,” 2022). An Islamic merchant account followed in
January 2024 (“Nagad introduces Islamic merchant accounts,”
2024). bKash does not offer a separate Islamic wallet. Its app hosts
Islamic deposit pension schemes (DPS) run by partner banks,
namely City Bank and Dhaka Bank (bKash, n.d.). City Bank’s
Islamic DPS through bKash was launched in October 2022 (“City
Bank launches ‘Islamic DPS Savings’,” 2022). These are savings
and payment products. We found no verified evidence of digital
murabahah, ijarah or musharakah financing aimed at women-
owned MSMEs through MFS platforms, nor of digital takaful for
micro-enterprises.

Agent banking is the most gender-balanced channel. Women held
48.6% of agent banking deposit accounts in June 2026, but only
11.5% of agents were women, well below the 50% target set in a
May 2025 Bangladesh Bank circular letter (“Women’s
participation in agent banking,” 2026). Agent banking extends
deposit services to women, but most of these women are savers
rather than borrowers.

4.5 Synthesis of the evidence

Taken together, the data suggest five stylized facts. (1) Women’s
exclusion is greatest in digital payments and mobile money, the
channels through which FinTech operates. (2) Women’s formal
borrowing is at least as high as men’s at the individual level,
mainly through microfinance, but women entrepreneurs receive
less than half of the CMSME credit the regulator requires. The
binding constraint is therefore the move from micro-loans to
enterprise-scale credit. (3) Islamic banks hold a large deposit base
but lend relatively little to CMSMEs, and they publish no gender
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data. (4) Shariah-compliant digital offerings concentrate on 5.
accounts, payments and savings, not financing or risk-sharing. (5)
Very high non-performing loan ratios in Islamic and state-owned
banks limit the capacity to expand small-firm finance quickly.
These facts do not show that Islamic FinTech helps or harms
women-owned MSMEs. They identify where it could matter and
what must be measured.

Proposed Framework and

Propositions
5.1 Structure of the framework

Building on the theoretical lens in Section 2.5 and the stylized facts

in Section 4.5, we propose the framework shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework linking Islamic FinTech channels, financial inclusion and sustainable entrepreneurship

Islamic FinTech channels

C1 Shariah-compliant digital
accounts and wallets

C2 Digital Islamic microfinance
(murabahah, ijarah, salam)

C3 Digital profit-and-loss sharing
(musharakah, mudarabah, crowdfunding)

C4 Digital qard hasan and social
finance (zakat, sadaqah, waqf)

C5 Digital takaful and

microtakaful

Source: Authors’ own elaboration. Table 3 maps each channel to its proposed mechanism and expected outcome.

Moderators: Shariah-compliance preference - digital and financial literacy -
household gender norms and agency - firm size and sector

Financial inclusion of the
woman entrepreneur

Access (account, credit)

Usage (payments, saving,
financing)

Control (decision rights
over the account)

Sustainable entrepreneurship

Economic: survival, revenue,
employment, reinvestment

Social: fair labor, women's
employment, community benefit

Environmental: resource
efficiency, waste, green practices

‘k
i
|
|
1

Institutional environment: Bangladesh Bank CMSME rules (15% women floor) -
Shariah governance - MFS and agent banking regulation - bank asset quality

Table 3. Islamic FinTech channels, proposed mechanisms and expected outcomes

Channel

Shariah basis

Mechanism for women-
owned MSMEs

Inclusion
outcome

Sustainability
outcome

Proposition

C1. Shariah-
compliant digital
accounts and
wallets

Wadiah or mudarabah

deposits; fund

placement with Islamic

banks

Removes travel and branch-
interaction costs; meets the
needs of riba-averse users;
builds a transaction record

Account
ownership and
use; digital
payments

Economic (cash-flow
management)

P1

C2. Digital Islamic
microfinance

Murabahabh, ijarah,
salam

Asset-backed financing

digital onboarding and
repayment reduce delivery
cost

reduces the need for collateral;

Formal
enterprise
financing

Economic
(investment, revenue)

C3. Digital profit-
and-loss sharing

Musharakah,
mudarabah, equity
crowdfunding

repayment to firm
performance

Shares downside risk; matches

Access to
growth capital

Economic and social
(employment)

C4. Digital gard
hasan and social
finance

Qard hasan, zakat,
sadagah, wagf

Zero-cost seed capital for the
poorest; links to enterprise
training

Entry into
formal finance

Social (poverty
reduction, community
benefit)

C5. Digital takaful
and microtakaful

Mutual guarantee
(tabarru)

Protects against health,
climate and asset shocks
without distress sales

Risk protection

Economic (survival)
and environmental
(climate resilience)
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5.2 Propositions

P1 (Digital Shariah-compliant accounts). Among women
entrepreneurs in Bangladesh, the availability of Shariah-compliant
digital accounts and wallets is positively associated with account
ownership and digital payment use, and the association is stronger
for women with a higher Shariah-compliance preference.

The rationale combines the religious self-exclusion evidence
(Demirglic-Kunt et al., 2014) with the mobile money gap (Table 1;
Shen et al., 2026). Because only a minority of unbanked adults cite
religion, we expect the main effect to be modest and the
moderating effect to carry most of the weight. A test should
compare women with similar access to conventional mobile money
who differ in access to an Islamic option.

P2 (Digital Islamic microfinance and qard hasan). Digital
delivery of murabahah, ijarah and gard hasan financing is
positively associated with formal enterprise financing for women-
owned micro and small firms. The effect works through lower
transaction costs and asset-backed structures that substitute for
collateral, and it is stronger where digital and financial literacy is
higher.

The rationale is that collateral and documentation are the barriers
cited most often (Section 4.2), and asset-backed contracts tie
financing to identifiable goods (Abdul Rahman, 2010). Financial
literacy shapes the ability to use complex products (Lusardi &
Mitchell, 2014). Qard hasan funded by social finance can lower
costs for the poorest clients (Kaleem & Ahmed, 2010).

P3 (Profit-and-loss sharing). Among financed women-owned
MSMEs, profit-and-loss sharing finance delivered through digital
channels is more strongly associated with investment, employment
growth and business survival than debt-like Islamic financing of
equal size, provided that the platform verifies information to a
sufficient standard.

The rationale is that risk-sharing reduces the cost of default for

firms with volatile income and fits the maqasid view of real-
economy finance (Laldin & Furgani, 2013). However, monitoring
costs have historically limited the use of musharakah and
mudarabah, so the proposition depends on digital record-keeping
and verification (Hasan et al., 2020).

P4 (Takaful). Use of digital takaful or microtakaful by women
entrepreneurs is positively associated with business survival after
health, climate or asset shocks, and negatively associated with
distress sales of business assets.

The rationale is that, without insurance, shocks force women to sell
assets or borrow informally, which may explain part of the jump in
informal borrowing between 2021 and 2024 (Table 1). Mutual risk
pooling under takaful offers a Shariah-compliant alternative (Alam
etal., 2019).

P5 (Mediation and moderation). Financial inclusion, measured as
access, usage and control, mediates the relationship between
Islamic FinTech use and sustainable entrepreneurship. The indirect
effect on the social and environmental dimensions is stronger for
women entrepreneurs with a higher magasid or Shariah-
compliance orientation and weaker where household norms limit
women’s control over finance.

The rationale is that resources become achievements only through
agency (Kabeer, 1999). Control over accounts changes outcomes
(Field et al., 2021). The Islamic view of entrepreneurship combines
economic and socio-ethical aims (Gumisay, 2015). The gender-
aware framework predicts that household and normative context
moderates these effects (Brush et al., 2009).

5.3 Measurement plan

Table 4 sets out constructs and indicators for future surveys.
Wherever possible, the indicators reuse question wording from
established instruments, so results can be compared with Findex
and with technology-adoption research. All multi-item scales will
need to be validated in Bangla before use.

Table 4. Measurement plan for testing P1-P5

Construct

Type

Indicators (examples)

Source or anchor

Islamic FinTech use
(by channel C1-C5)

Formative,
binary and
frequency

Holds a Shariah-compliant digital account or wallet; received
digital murabahah, ijarah or gard hasan financing in the past 12
months; holds digital PLS financing; holds digital takaful;
frequency of use in the past 30 days

Channel definitions in
Table 3; provider records
where available

Financial inclusion:
access

Formative

Owns an account (bank, MFI or mobile money); has a business
account in the firm’s name

Findex account definitions
(Klapper et al., 2025);
Sarma & Pais (2011)

Financial inclusion:
usage

Formative

Made or received a digital payment; saved formally; borrowed
formally for the business in the past 12 months

Findex indicators (Klapper
et al., 2025)

Financial inclusion:
control

Reflective, 5-
point

“I decide how money in this account is used”; “I can use the
account without asking anyone”; “Business income is paid into an
account I control”

Kabeer (1999); Field et
al. (2021)

Adoption drivers

Reflective, 7-
point

Performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence,
facilitating conditions

Venkatesh et al. (2003);
Darmansyah et al. (2021)

Shariah-compliance
preference

Reflective, 7-
point

Avoids interest-based products; would switch to a Shariah-
compliant option at equal cost; trusts the Shariah certification of
the provider

Adapted from Darmansyah
et al. (2021); Demirgiic-
Kunt et al. (2014)
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Construct Type Indicators (examples)

Source or anchor

Digital and financial | Reflective and
literacy test-based

Standard numeracy, inflation and risk-diversification questions;
ability to complete app tasks

Lusardi & Mitchell (2014)

Economic Reflective and

sustainability objective reinvestment rate

Survival over 24 months; revenue and employment growth;

Shepherd & Patzelt (2011);
Elkington (1998)

Social sustainability | Reflective

contribution

Share of women employees; fair wage practices; community

Shepherd & Patzelt (2011);
Glmisay (2015)

Environmental Reflective

sustainability

Energy and water saving; waste reduction; use of greener inputs

Dean & McMullen (2007)

Household norms Reflective

and agency

Mobility to the market or bank alone; voice in business decisions

Kabeer (1999); Brush et
al. (2009)

Controls Observed

status

Firm age, size (cottage, micro, small, medium per Bangladesh
Bank definitions), sector, division, owner’s education, registration

Bangladesh Bank (2025a);
BBS census categories

The validation protocol has six steps. (1) Translate and back-
translate the instruments, then pilot them with cognitive interviews.
(2) Pre-register hypotheses and the analysis plan. (3) Use
procedural and statistical remedies for common method bias,
including separating the measurement of predictors and outcomes
in time and collecting objective outcome data where possible
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). (4) Assess reflective constructs with
indicator loadings, composite reliability and average variance
extracted (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), and check discriminant
validity with the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (Henseler et al., 2015).
(5) Assess formative inclusion indices for collinearity and indicator
weights, following current PLS-SEM reporting standards (Hair et
al., 2019). (6) Test P5 with bootstrapped indirect effects and
multigroup analysis by Shariah-compliance preference and
household agency. To support causal claims, future studies should
combine the survey with variation in exposure that does not depend
on firm characteristics, for example the staggered launch of an
Islamic digital product across districts or a randomized offer of a
Shariah-compliant account, as in the designs of Field et al. (2021)
and Suri and Jack (2016).

6. Discussion

The evidence supports a more cautious account than much of the
advocacy literature on Islamic FinTech and women. Three points
stand out.

First, the main problem for women in Bangladesh is not credit at
the micro level but the digital channel and the move to enterprise-
scale finance. Findex shows that women borrow formally as often
as men, largely through microfinance, yet women entrepreneurs
hold only 7.28% of CMSME credit. Women are also 20 points
behind men in account ownership and 21 points behind in digital
payments. This fits Shen et al. (2026), who locate the Bangladeshi
gender gap in mobile money, and the finding of Banerjee et
al. (2015) that micro-loans alone rarely transform businesses. For
Islamic FinTech, the implication is clear. Shariah-compliant
wallets on their own (channel C1) may raise account ownership
among women who exclude themselves for religious reasons, but
they will not close the CMSME gap. Closing that gap needs digital
financing products (C2 and C3) sized for growing firms.

Second, religious preference is likely to be a moderator rather than
the main driver. The cross-country evidence that few unbanked
adults cite religion (Demirgic-Kunt et al., 2014), and the

Indonesian evidence that supply conditions and awareness shape
Islamic inclusion (Ali et al., 2020), suggest that Islamic FinTech
will expand inclusion mostly when it is also cheaper, closer and
easier to use than the alternatives. This is why P1 and P5 treat
Shariah-compliance preference as a moderator. It also explains
why adoption studies find usefulness and ease of use alongside
Shariah compliance (Darmansyah et al., 2021).

Third, Islamic banks are well placed in terms of deposits but not
yet in terms of products. They hold about a quarter of deposits and
have wide branch, window and agent networks (Bangladesh Bank,
2025b). The low CMSME share of their investment, the absence of
gender data, and very high reported non-performing loan ratios
mean their potential is constrained by asset quality and portfolio
choices, not only by technology. The digital Islamic products we
could verify are deposit, savings and payment services (Nagad
Islamic, and partner-bank Islamic DPS through bKash). This
matches the international pattern in which Islamic FinTech reviews
describe many payment and platform innovations but few studies
of their outcomes (Hasan et al., 2020; Rabbani et al., 2020). In
Bangladesh, the jurisprudential foundations for Shariah-compliant
mobile banking are in place (Haque & Zahid, 2026), and the
FinTech literature on agribusiness shows how digital rails could
carry Islamic social finance to small producers (Zahid et al., 2025a,
2025b). The next step is to move from accounts to financing for
women-owned firms.

On sustainability, our framework follows Shepherd and Patzelt
(2011) and Dean and McMullen (2007) in treating social and
environmental outcomes as products of entrepreneurial choice that
finance can enable or constrain. The magasid perspective (Laldin
& Furqani, 2013) and Giimiisay’s (2015) account of Islamic
entrepreneurship give reasons to expect that Shariah-motivated
entrepreneurs will put more weight on social outcomes. That
expectation is a hypothesis (P5), not a finding. The literature also
warns that empowerment depends on control: microfinance can
deepen women’s indebtedness when social pressure enforces
repayment (Karim, 2011), whereas accounts under women’s own
control can change norms (Field et al., 2021). The control
dimension of inclusion in Table 4 reflects this.
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7. Implications

7.1 Theoretical implications

The paper adds a gender-aware and magasid-based perspective to
research on Islamic FinTech, which has been dominated by product
description and technology-acceptance models. It specifies how
Islamic FinTech channels affect outcomes, separates the access,
usage and control dimensions of inclusion, and identifies the
moderators that should determine where effects appear. In doing
so, it moves the field from claims that Islamic FinTech
“empowers” women to propositions that can be falsified. It also
shows that sustainable entrepreneurship outcomes can be modeled
as the end point of a resources-agency-achievements chain
(Kabeer, 1999), which connects development economics and
entrepreneurship research.

7.2 Practical implications

For Islamic banks and their FinTech partners, the evidence points
to three priorities. First, add digital financing to digital deposits:
app-based murabahah and ijarah for working capital and
equipment, with limits suited to women’s micro and small
enterprises and with the asset serving as the main security. Second,
recruit and train women agents. Women hold nearly half of agent
banking deposit accounts but only 11.5% of agents are women, and
women agents may be better placed to originate financing for
women clients. Third, build trust through clear Shariah disclosures
and service-recovery processes, which research on Islamic FinTech
links to retention (Zahid et al., 2025c). Providers should also avoid
the debt-trap dynamics documented for some microfinance
programs (Karim, 2011) by aligning installments with business
cash flows, which profit-and-loss sharing structures permit.

7.3 Policy implications

For Bangladesh Bank, four measures follow from the analysis. (1)
Require Islamic banks and Islamic windows to report CMSME
financing by sex and by contract type in the quarterly Islamic
banking report, so that the 15% floor can be tracked for the Islamic
segment. (2) Allow financing originated through Shariah-
compliant digital channels, such as MFS-linked murabahah, to
count toward the women entrepreneurs’ CMSME target and to
qualify for refinance windows, subject to Shariah governance. (3)
Encourage MFS providers that already offer Islamic accounts to
add Shariah-compliant savings-linked financing through regulated
bank partners rather than on their own balance sheets. (4) Ask BBS
to publish the share of women-headed establishments from the
Economic Census 2024, whose published figures we could not
locate, so that the denominator for women’s enterprise finance is
known.

8. Limitations and Future Research

The study has five limitations. First, it relies on secondary data and
makes no causal claims. The descriptive patterns in Tables 1 and 2
are consistent with several explanations. Second, the Findex 2025
figures for Bangladesh show a large fall in account ownership
compared with 2021. We report these figures as published, but
changes in survey methods or field conditions could affect
comparability between waves, and the point estimates carry
sampling error. Third, several Bangladesh Bank and BBS statistics
come from national press reports of official data because the
primary tables were not publicly accessible to us. Future work
should replace them with the primary documents. Fourth, no sex-

disaggregated data exist on the use of Islamic digital financial
services, so Section 4.4 can only describe the products on offer.
Fifth, the structured review relied on sources whose details could
be verified through Crossref, OpenAlex and publisher pages. It is
not a full systematic review, and relevant work in Bangla or in
regional journals may have been missed.

Future research can proceed in three steps. (1) A baseline survey of
women-owned MSMEs that uses the measurement plan in Table 4,
stratified by division, firm size and use of Islamic and conventional
financial services. (2) Field experiments or staggered-rollout
designs that randomize or exploit variation in offers of Shariah-
compliant digital accounts and financing, in order to test P1-P3.
(3) Panel studies that follow firms through shocks to test P4 and
the mediation and moderation in P5. Comparative studies with
Indonesia, Malaysia and Pakistan, where Islamic FinTech
regulation is more developed, would show how far the framework
holds in other settings.

9. Conclusion

Islamic FinTech is often presented as a solution to the “double
exclusion” of Muslim women entrepreneurs. Verified public data
for Bangladesh support a narrower and more useful conclusion.
The gender gap lies mainly in digital payments, mobile money and
enterprise-scale credit, not in microcredit. Women entrepreneurs
receive less than half of the CMSME credit share the central bank
requires. Islamic banks hold a large share of deposits but lend
relatively little to CMSMEs and publish no gender data. The
Shariah-compliant digital products that exist are accounts and
savings schemes rather than financing. Islamic FinTech could
therefore matter most if it delivers financing and risk-sharing to
women-owned firms through channels the women themselves
control. The framework, propositions and measurement plan
presented here provide a basis for testing that claim, and the
recommended disclosure of sex-disaggregated Islamic finance data
would make such testing possible.
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