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This study presents a systematic literature review on the
role of financial technology (fintech) in expanding
financial inclusion across global, regional, and national
contexts. A thematic analysis of selected articles identifies
four major themes: fintech’s contribution to financial
access, its support for micro, small, and medium-sized
enterprises (MSMEs) and vulnerable communities,
implementation challenges, and future directions for
research and policy. The findings reveal that fintech,
through digital payments, mobile banking, e-wallets, and
peer-to-peer (P2P) lending, has significantly improved
account ownership and participation in the formal
financial system. Beyond its economic function, fintech
also demonstrates a strong social dimension by providing
financing opportunities for small businesses and
sustaining financial access for low-income and rural
communities, particularly during the COVID-19
pandemic. Despite these positive impacts, substantial
challenges remain, including uneven digital infrastructure,
low levels of financial literacy, regulatory gaps, and
concerns about consumer protection and data security.
Future research and policy should emphasize integrating
emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and
blockchain, strengthening digital literacy programs, and
designing adaptive regulations that balance innovation
with consumer trust.
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1. Introduction

The development of financial technology (fintech) has become one of the
main pillars of global economic transformation in the last decade. The digitization
of financial services, ranging from electronic money, mobile banking, digital
payments, to peer-to-peer (P2P) lending and blockchain, is further expanding
people's access to the formal financial system. This phenomenon not only drives
transaction efliciency, but also changes the way individuals, micro, small, and
medium enterprises (MSMEs), and financial institutions interact in the modern
financial ecosystem (Sadari & Hakim, 2019). Along with the increasing penetration
of the internet and smartphones, fintech technology is present as a means to
overcome the limitations of the traditional financial system which has often been
exclusive.

Fintech plays an important role in supporting economic development,
especially by opening financial access for people who were previously unreachable.
The concept of financial inclusion emphasizes the importance of the involvement
of all levels of society in the formal financial system to drive sustainable and equitable
economic growth. Recent studies show that fintech can reduce geographical barriers,
reduce transaction costs, and provide digital-based financial education facilities
(Arner et al., 2020). This makes fintech a strategic instrument in expanding access to
finance, especially for marginalized communities and MSMEs in developing
countries such as Indonesia.

The importance of this topic becomes even clearer when looking at the

impact of fintech on the empowerment of vulnerable groups. In Indonesia, for
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example, the existence of sharia-based fintech is increasingly relevant in encouraging
financial inclusion in accordance with Islamic economic values. In addition, during
the COVID-19 pandemic, mobile banking services and digital wallets have proven
to be an important solution in maintaining people's financial access amid limited
physical mobility (Zhao & Bacao, 2021).

However, fintech adoption is inseparable from challenges. Limited digital
infrastructure, especially in remote areas, is still a major obstacle to equitable access.
Low digital and financial literacy also exacerbates the gap in the use of digital
financial services. On the other hand, regulatory issues, consumer protection, and
data security are crucial issues that must be addressed immediately to build public
trust in the fintech ecosystem (Suryono et al., 2020). The level of public trust in
digital services is an important indicator that can determine the success of financial
inclusion through fintech.

From an academic perspective, research on fintech and financial inclusion still
faces several limitations. Many studies tend to be descriptive or qualitative, with
limited quantitative evidence regarding the causal impact of fintech on improving
economic well-being. In addition, most of the research focuses on developing
countries with specific socio-economic contexts, so a broader study is needed to
understand the variation in fintech's impact across regions. Gender aspects, ethics
of using big data, and data privacy and security issues are also still not explored in
depth (Ciampi et al., 2021).

Therefore, this study aims to present a systematic review of the role of fintech

in driving financial inclusion, with an emphasis on the driving factors, barriers, and
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opportunities that arise from the adoption of this technology. Using a systematic
literature review approach, the study identifies trends, research gaps, as well as
relevant policy implications to strengthen the role of fintech in economic
development. Furthermore, this research also provides future directions related to
the integration of advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al),
blockchain, and digital education features in supporting more sustainable and
equitable financial inclusion (Tumiwa & Nagy, 2021). Thus, this study is expected to
make an academic and practical contribution, both for policy makers, fintech
industry players, and researchers in the field of digital finance. In the midst of an
increasingly rapid flow of digital transformation, understanding the dynamics of the
role of fintech in financial inclusion is an important step to ensure that technological

innovations can be utilized in an inclusive, safe, and sustainable manner.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Fintech and the Growth of Global Financial Inclusion

Global financial inclusion has accelerated significantly with the presence of
fintech innovations that reach previously unbanked people. Studies show that
digital-based payment instruments, such as mobile money, e-wallets, and contactless
payments, have driven account ownership as well as participation in formal financial
services in different parts of the world (Arner et al., 2020). This transformation
further confirms that fintech is able to reduce structural barriers, such as high
banking service costs and limited physical branches. The latest literature also

highlights that the adoption of fintech at the global level not only improves access
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to finance, but also expands the function of the financial system in supporting
sustainable development.

For example, digital-based crowdfunding platforms facilitate the funding of
social projects and small businesses, which were previously difficult to obtain
financing through conventional channels (Wehnert & Beckmann, 2021). At the
same time, fintech services such as peer-to-peer (P2P) lending have created new
opportunities for individuals and MSMEs to obtain working capital with simpler
procedures. However, the literature also notes variations in the success rates of
fintech implementation in different regions. Factors such as inconsistent regulations,
low digital literacy, and infrastructure gaps are barriers to equitable fintech adoption
(Suryono et al., 2020). Thus, although fintech has become a catalyst for financial
inclusion globally, its effectiveness still depends on the social, economic, and policy

contexts in each country.

2.2. Fintech in the Context of Developing Countries and Indonesia
Developing countries, including Indonesia, are one of the regions that benefit
the most from the presence of fintech. In Indonesia, the development of fintech
coincides with the increasing penetration of the internet and smartphones, which
opens up great opportunities to expand access to financial services. Research shows
that digital services such as mobile banking and e-wallets are important instruments
in maintaining people's economic activities, especially during the COVID-19
pandemic (Zhao & Bacao, 2021). This proves that fintech has an adaptive role in
maintaining economic resilience. In addition, the development of sharia fintech

provides a new dimension for financial inclusion in Indonesia. The optimization of
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Islamic fintech is considered to be able to expand the participation of the Muslim
community in formal financial services, in line with the national Islamic banking
roadmap.

Sharia fintech also answers the needs of segments of society that prioritize the
principles of fairness and transparency in financial transactions (Pati et al., 2021).
However, several studies underline that low financial and digital literacy in Indonesia
is still a major challenge. Public trust in data security, consumer protection, and the
credibility of digital service providers also greatly influences the widespread adoption
of fintech (Sipangkar & Wijaya, 2020). Therefore, while the opportunities for fintech
in developing countries are enormous, policy interventions and public education are

needed to ensure the benefits can be felt equally.

2.3. Challenges, Risks, and Future Research Directions

The academic literature highlights that while fintech offers great opportunities
for financial inclusion, there are a number of challenges that need to be addressed.
First, limited digital infrastructure, especially in rural areas, hinders access to fintech
services equally. Second, issues of data security, privacy, and consumer protection
are often the main barriers that lower the level of public trust in fintech services
(Manik, 2019). In addition, most of the existing research is still descriptive or
qualitative. Quantitative studies exploring the causal impact of fintech on long-term
economic well-being are still limited.

The literature also rarely raises gender issues, the ethics of using big data, and
the fintech business model that is most effective for the long term (Ciampi et al.,

2021). This creates a significant research gap and opens up room for further
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exploration. Future research directions are expected to focus on the integration of
advanced technologies, such as artificial intelligence (Al) and blockchain, to improve
financial inclusion. For example, Al can be used in a fairer and more inclusive
analysis of credit risk, while blockchain has the potential to improve transaction
transparency and security (Tumiwa & Nagy, 2021). With this approach, fintech not
only functions as a means of financial inclusion, but also as an instrument of more

ethical, safe, and sustainable economic development.

3. Methods

This study uses a qualitatively oriented systematic literature review (SLR)
approach to identify, evaluate, and analyze the role of fintech in increasing financial
inclusion. This method was chosen because it is able to provide a comprehensive
overview of the development of research in a particular field by following
transparent procedures and high replication. The systematic literature review applied
refers to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines, which provide a standard framework in the process of
identitying, filtering, and synthesizing relevant literature.

The research process begins with the formulation of the main research
questions, namely: “Whatis the role of fintech in supporting financial inclusion, what
are the driving factors, obstacles, and future research directions indicated by the
academic literature. This question was formulated taking into account global and
regional contexts, including developing countries such as Indonesia, where the

development of fintech has unique dynamics. With these research questions, the
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literature search was directed to publications relevant to the topic of fintech, financial
inclusion, as well as digital innovation trends such as mobile banking, P2P lending,
blockchain, and artificial intelligence (Al).

Article searches were conducted on two major academic databases, namely
Google Scholar, as both have a wide coverage of peer-reviewed literature and quality
publications. The keywords used in the search included “fintech”, “financial
inclusion”, “systematic review”, “digital payments”, “mobile banking”, “peer-to-

<

peer lending”, “blockchain”, and “artificial intelligence in finance”. The set
publication, with the aim of capturing the latest developments in research on fintech
and financial inclusion, including the emerging dynamics of the COVID-19
pandemic.

The initial search results resulted in a large number of articles. The next stage
is screening by applying inclusion and exclusion criteria. Inclusion criteria include:
(1) peer-reviewed articles, (2) directly relevant to fintech and financial inclusion
topics, (3) published and available, and (4) written in English or Indonesian.
Meanwhile, articles that are non-academic in nature, popular media reports, or
publications that are not fully accessible are excluded from the analysis.

At the eligibility stage, articles that pass the screening are then examined in
more depth based on abstracts, methodologies, and key findings. Only articles that
explicitly discuss the relationship between fintech and financial inclusion are retained
for further analysis. From this process, some main articles are obtained that are
considered the most relevant, representative, and of quality for further analysis. The

article covers various geographical contexts (global, Southeast Asian region, to
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Indonesia), as well as special themes such as sharia fintech, digital payment adoption,
P2P lending, MSMEs, and digital financial literacy.

The data obtained from these articles were analyzed with a qualitative
approach through a thematic synthesis process. The analysis was conducted by
identifying key themes emerging from the literature, such as fintech's contribution
to financial inclusion, structural and regulatory barriers, data trust and security
challenges, and the potential for advanced technology integration. This process also
involves mapping research gaps that have not been widely explored, for example
related to gender aspects, data privacy, and the most effective fintech business
models to support sustainable development. The application of this systematic
literature review methodology allows the research to present a credible, evidence-
based, and relevant synthesis to the latest dynamics in the fintech industry. Thus, the
results of the research are expected to make an academic contribution through the
identification of research trends as well as practical recommendations for
policymakers and industry players to strengthen financial inclusion through financial

technology innovation.

4. Results

The results of this systematic literature review show that fintech plays a very
significant role in expanding financial inclusion in various global, regional, and
national contexts. The thematic analysis of the selected articles reveals four main
dimensions that can be used as a foothold in understanding the dynamics of fintech

development, namely its contribution to access to financial services, its support for
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MSMEs and vulnerable communities, challenges faced in implementation, and the
future direction of research and policies that can promote sustainable financial
inclusion. These four dimensions are not stand-alone entities, but are interrelated in
forming a complete picture of how financial technology plays a role in inclusive
economic development.

Recent studies confirm that fintech has a great contribution in expanding
access to formal financial services, especially through digital payment instruments,
mobile banking, and electronic wallets. Research by Arner et al. (2020) shows that
fintech payment instruments directly increase account ownership and use of
financial services, especially in developing countries. This phenomenon confirms
that the presence of fintech does not only provide practical solutions, but also
becomes a strategic instrument in reducing the gap in access to financial services. At
the global level, Wehnert and Beckmann (2021) found that the adoption of digital
payments through crowdfunding platforms plays an important role in supporting
small business funding as well as social projects. The findings prove that fintech has
a social dimension in addition to its economic function, so its existence not only
increases transaction efficiency but also strengthens economic solidarity. The same
can be seen in peer-to-peer (P2P) lending services that are increasingly popular as an
alternative to access capital for individuals and MSMEs who previously experienced
difficulties in obtaining loans from traditional banking institutions. Sipangkar and
Wijaya (2020) underlined that P2P lending is able to become a new funding channel
that is more flexible and reaches community groups that have been beyond the reach

of the formal financial system.
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The development of fintech in Indonesia provides concrete evidence of the
acceleration of financial inclusion thanks to the presence of digital technology. Sadari
and Hakim (2019) show that digital-based services are able to bridge geographical
and bureaucratic limitations that have been the main obstacles in the traditional
financial system. These services not only include daily payment transactions, but also
productive financing that can support the growth of MSMEs. Thus, fintech in
Indonesia plays a catalyst in connecting the wider community with previously
difficult to reach financial access, as well as encouraging the strengthening of the
people-based productive economic sector.

The significant impact of fintech can also be seen from its contribution to
MSMEs and vulnerable communities. In Southeast Asia, for example, the Tumiwa
and Nagy (2021) study emphasized that fintech has changed the financial behavior
of MSMESs through the provision of more inclusive and flexible access to financing.
The presence of digital lending services makes it easier for small business actors to
obtain working capital without having to meet the strict requirements usually
imposed by conventional banks. In this way, fintech is able to expand the
participation of MSMEs in the economy while increasing their competitiveness. In
addition, vulnerable groups of people, including those with low incomes and those
living in rural areas, have also benefited greatly from the development of fintech.
Zhao and Bacao (2021) found that the use of mobile banking and digital wallets
during the COVID-19 pandemic allowed people to maintain access to financial

services despite mobility restrictions. This shows that fintech not only functions as
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a long-term solution, but also has an adaptive nature that is very important in dealing
with crisis situations.

Indonesia's context is increasingly interesting with the emergence of sharia
fintech that is relevant in encouraging financial inclusion based on Islamic values.
Pati et al. (2021) emphasized that optimizing sharia fintech not only increases public
participation in the formal financial sector, but also strengthens the Muslim
community's trust in digital financial services. By integrating religious principles into
digital services, sharia fintech is not only an economic instrument, but also a means
to expand the base of financial inclusion in accordance with the needs and beliefs of
certain people. This dimension provides evidence that fintech developments have
high flexibility in accommodating diverse socio-cultural contexts.

Despite its great potential, fintech implementation cannot be separated from
various challenges. One of the main obstacles is the limitations of digital
infrastructure, especially in rural and remote areas. Suryono et al. (2020) noted that
differences in internet network quality in Southeast Asia cause significant gaps in
fintech adoption rates between regions. This gap has implications for unequal access,
where urban communities are faster to use fintech services than those in suburban
areas. In addition to infrastructure, the low digital and financial literacy of the
community is also a serious inhibiting factor. Sipangkar and Wijaya (2020) highlights
that behavioral factors, including trust in digital platforms, greatly influence
individual decisions in using P2P lending services. This means that the ability of
technology to reach the wider community will be useless if it is not balanced with

increasing literacy and public trust.
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Other challenges that are no less important are related to regulatory issues,
consumer protection, and data security. Manik (2019), through its bibliometric study,
confirms that sustainability and data security risks are a major concern in the global
fintech ecosystem, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. The threat of personal
data leakage, the potential for digital fraud, and weak consumer protection
mechanisms make some people hesitate to fully utilize fintech services. These doubts
suggest that fintech adoption is not only dependent on technological sophistication,
but is also influenced by psychological and social factors related to a sense of security
and trust. Therefore, building a robust and user-friendly regulatory ecosystem is an
important prerequisite for the success of fintech implementation in the future.

In addition to identifying potential and challenges, this literature review also
highlights the future direction of research and policy that needs to be taken. One of
the main findings is that there is a significant research gap. Most of the existing
studies are still descriptive or qualitative, while quantitative evidence on the causal
impact of fintech on long-term economic well-being is still relatively limited. Ciampi
(2021) shows that important issues such as gender gaps, ethics in the use of big data,
and the most effective fintech business models have not been explored in depth.
These limitations open up opportunities for more comprehensive and empirical
data-driven follow-up research to produce more targeted policy recommendations.

In addition, future research needs to integrate the use of new technologies
such as artificial intelligence (AI) and blockchain. Tumiwa and Nagy (2021)
emphasized that Al has the potential to create a fairer and more inclusive credit risk

assessment model, so that it can expand financial access for groups that have been
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marginalized by conventional systems. On the other hand, blockchain technology
has the ability to increase transparency as well as the security of transactions, which
can ultimately overcome the barriers of public trust in digital services. The
integration of these two technologies is expected to be able to expand the scope of
financial inclusion at the global level while overcoming various structural and
psychological barriers that still exist.

From a policy perspective, several studies emphasize the importance of clear
regulation, stronger consumer protection, and massive digital literacy programs.
Sadari and Hakim (2019) emphasized that government support through digital
financial inclusion policies is very important to strengthen public trust in the fintech
ecosystem. Proactive, adaptive, and community-oriented policies can be the
foundation for healthy and sustainable fintech growth. In addition, a comprehensive
digital literacy program needs to be encouraged so that people are not only passive
users, but also critical and intelligent actors in utilizing digital financial services.

Overall, the results of this literature review show that fintech has had a very
significant positive impact on the expansion of financial inclusion. This technology
is able to bridge the gap between people who have been marginalized from the
formal financial system with easier, cheaper, and faster access to services. However,
challenges related to infrastructure, literacy, regulations, and public trust are still
inhibiting factors that cannot be ignored. With the right strategy, both in terms of
policy and technological innovation, fintech has great potential to become the main
instrument in encouraging more inclusive and sustainable economic development.

In the end, fintech is not only a transaction tool, but also an instrument of socio-
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economic transformation that has profound transformative power for the future of

the global and national financial system.

5. Discussion

The results of this systematic literature review show that the development of
fintech has far-reaching implications for financial inclusion, but the significance of
these findings requires further critical analysis. First, the success of fintech in
expanding access to financial services is indeed visible in many developing countries,
including Indonesia. Digital payment instruments, e-wallets, and mobile banking
services have contributed greatly to increasing account ownership and encouraging
people to connect with the formal financial system. However, it should be noted
that this success is uneven. Differences in the condition of digital infrastructure,
public literacy, and the level of trust in financial technology services have led to large
variations in the level of fintech adoption in various regions. The successful
implementation of financial technology in the context of financial inclusion depends
on the development of a collaborative ecosystem framework that is able to integrate
various strategic stakeholders (Afnan et al., 2020). In other words, while some groups
enjoy new convenience and access, others remain left behind due to structural and
social barriers.

Second, the role of fintech in supporting MSMEs and vulnerable
communities is a very important finding, considering that this sector is often the
backbone of the economy in developing countries. P2P lending, crowdfunding, and

digital lending services provide new opportunities for MSMEs to obtain capital
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without having to go through traditional banking channels that are full of
requirements. This is in line with the broader mission of financial inclusion, which
is to provide equal opportunities for marginalized groups. However, the literature
also shows that fintech support for MSMEs is not completely risk-free. For example,
low financial literacy can make small businesses trapped in high-interest debt or fail
to understand the risk mechanisms in P2P lending. On the other hand, vulnerable
groups, such as those living in rural areas or low-income, also have the potential to
be excluded again if the problem of limited infrastructure and digital literacy is not
addressed immediately.

Third, regulatory issues, consumer protection, and data security are crucial
aspects in discussions about the future of fintech. Without a clear regulatory
framework, fintech developments have the potential to create new problems,
ranging from digital fraud to personal data leaks. This has implications for the level
of public trust which is the main key to the adoption of digital services. The studies
in this review emphasize that public trust is not only built through the quality of
service, but also through the assurance of safety and fairness in consumer protection.
In this context, the involvement of governments and financial authorities is essential
to create a healthy fintech ecosystem. Adaptive and innovative regulations must be
designed to be able to keep up with the dynamics of technological developments
while providing a sense of security for users.

Fourth, the future direction of research and policy provides an idea that the
fintech ecosystem still needs to be strengthened from various sides. More

quantitative and longitudinal data-based research is needed to understand the long-
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term impact of fintech on economic well-being, social inequality, and inclusive
development. Issues such as the gender gap, the ethics of using big data, and the
effectiveness of certain fintech business models are also still wide open to study.
From a technology perspective, the integration of artificial intelligence and
blockchain seems to be a strategic step to increase transparency, efficiency, as well
as fairness in fintech services.

However, the adoption of these new technologies also brings new challenges,
including more complex regulatory needs as well as greater ethical risks. Thus, this
discussion emphasized that while fintech has great potential to drive financial
inclusion, the success of its implementation remains highly dependent on three key
factors: the readiness of digital infrastructure, the level of financial and digital literacy
of the community, and the quality of regulations that protect consumers without
impeding innovation. The balance between technological innovation and social
protection is an absolute requirement for fintech to truly become an instrument of

inclusive and sustainable economic development.

6. Conclusion

This systematic literature review shows that fintech has an important role to
play in expanding financial inclusion, both at the global and national levels. The
presence of digital services such as electronic payments, mobile banking, digital
wallets, and P2P lending has been proven to be able to increase account ownership
and access to formal financial services, especially in developing countries. In

addition, fintech makes a real contribution to MSMEs and vulnerable communities
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by providing more flexible financing channels and enabling the sustainability of
economic activities even in crisis conditions such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, this great potential is inseparable from various challenges. The main
obstacles include the limitations of digital infrastructure in rural areas, low financial
and digital literacy, and public trust issues influenced by data security and consumer
protection issues.

Regulations that are not fully adaptive are also an inhibiting factor in creating
a healthy fintech ecosystem. Future research needs to be directed towards a more in-
depth quantitative exploration of the causal impact of fintech on economic well-
being, while paying attention to critical issues such as gender, the ethics of big data,
and the effectiveness of diverse fintech business models. Meanwhile, public policy
must be directed at strengthening regulations, increasing digital literacy, and
supporting the use of new technologies such as artificial intelligence and blockchain

to increase transparency and justice.
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