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Abstract 

The extant literature shows that the financial system plays significant role in the process of economic growth 

and development. However, it is doubtful if the financial system can contribute meaningfully to economic 

growth and development when the lowest segment of the society is excluded. Unfortunately, recent global 

statistics on financial inclusion indicate that a large chunk of the country’s population is financially excluded 

presently. This paper therefore aims at sensitizing policymakers and researchers in Nigeria to the importance 

of ICT in enhancing financial inclusion in the country. To do this, the paper presents an overview of the role 

of information and communication technology (ICT) in driving financial inclusion in Nigeria; and also exposes 

the challenges impeding the use of ICT in driving financial inclusion in Nigeria. Lastly, the paper makes some 

policy recommendations on the way forward. 
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1. Introduction 

The role of the financial system in economic development has been widely acknowledged in the literature. Specifically, the extant 

literature shows that the financial system plays significant role in the process of economic growth and development (Nzotta & 

Okereke, 2009; World Bank, 2017). However, it is doubtful if the financial system can contribute meaningfully to economic growth 

and development when the lowest segment of the society is excluded. Studies like Kama and Adigun (2013) indicate that the 

Nigerian government recognized the importance of financial inclusion over four decades ago when it introduced rural banking in 

1977 with a key objective of ensuring that every local government in Nigeria has at least one bank branch. Commercial banks 

operating in the country then were also given specific targets by the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) to ensure that the policy 
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succeeds. It was expected that the rural banking policy would enhance financial inclusion in Nigeria by encouraging banking habits 

among the largely agrarian rural population, providing a platform for the mobilization of savings in the rural areas through the 

diffused network of branches in all parts of the society, providing credit for the growth of the small scale industries and 

entrepreneurs, and promoting balanced development and eventual reduction in the rural-urban migration.  

 

Following this initial policy of rural banking aimed at increased financial inclusion in Nigeria, several other landmark policies have 

also been initiated and implemented. For instance, the CBN introduced microfinance regulatory policy framework in December 

2005 to enhance credit accessibility to the lower segment of the society. Specifically, the microfinance policy sought to promote, 

support and enhance the accessibility of credit by low income households, micro entrepreneurs, and the economically active poor 

in order to provide the necessary financial services required to expand and consolidate their business ventures. Another important 

milestone in the efforts of the Nigerian government to drive financial inclusion was the launching of the National Financial 

Inclusion Strategy (NFIS) following the 2011 Maya Declaration on financial inclusion at the Global Policy Forum (GPF) in Riveria 

Maya, Mexico. These efforts on the part of the Nigerian government recognize that it would be difficult to engender economic 

growth and development in the overall economy when start-ups and budding entrepreneurs cannot access finance and financial 

services easily. In fact, the financial inclusion strategy is anchored on the fact that financial inclusion can only be achieved when 

adult Nigerians not only have easy access to but also use a broad range of formal financial services that meet their needs at 

affordable cost. 

 

Unfortunately, global statistics on financial inclusion as shown in Table 1 indicate that Nigeria performed abysmally relative to 

other countries, especially South Africa, which ranks below Nigeria in terms of size of GDP. This paper therefore aims at sensitizing 

policymakers and researchers in Nigeria to the importance of ICT in enhancing financial inclusion in the country. To do this, the 

paper presents an overview of the role of information and communication technology (ICT) in driving financial inclusion in Nigeria; 

and also exposes the challenges impeding the use of ICT in driving financial inclusion in Nigeria. Lastly, the paper makes some 

policy recommendations on the way forward. 

 

Table 1: Financial inclusion statistics of selected countries 

Country Account 

at a formal 

financial 

institution 

(%, age 15+) 

Loan from 

a financial 

institution in 

the past year 

(%, age 15+) 

Electronic 

Payments used to 

make payments 

(%, age 15+) 

Debit card 

(%, age15+) 

Bank branches 

per 100,000 

adults 

USA 88.0 20.1 64.3 71.8 35.4 

China 63.8 7.3 6.9 41.0 - 

Singapore 98.2 10 41.5 28.6 10.2 

S.Africa 53.6 8.9 13.1 45.3 10.7 

Nigeria 29.7 2.1 2.4 18.6 6.4 

Source: The 2014 Global Financial Inclusion (FINDEX) Database 

 

2. The Concept of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 

 

Even though information and communication technology (ICT) has no universally accepted definition, attempts have been made 

in the extant literature to conceptualize it. For instance, van Ark et al. (2011) defined ICT as an umbrella term that includes any 

communication device or application like radio, television, cellular phones, computer and network hardware and software, and 

satellite systems, as well as the various services and applications associated with them, such as videoconferencing and distance 

learning. Aibara (2017) defined ICT to include media of communication (radio, television, tapes, CDs), information machines 

(computers, tablets), and telecommunication technologies and equipments (GPRS, satellite systems, phones and mobiles). Wangwe 

(2007) views ICT as a myriad of stand-alone media such as telephone and mobile telephony, radio, television, video, tele-text, 

voice information systems and fax, as well as computer-mediated networks that link a personal computer to the internet.  

 

These definitions share certain facts in common. One, they all agree that information has to be generated and shared. Two, they 

also emphasize that such information must be digital or electronic in nature. Three, even though ICT is commonly used as a 

synonym for computers and computer networks, these definitions have not restricted ICT to only computers, but also 

telecommunications equipment (mobile phones, printers, scanners, televisions, and so on) as well. Thus, in its narrow sense, ICT 

may be defined as the digital processing and utilization of information by the use of electronic computers. However, in its broad 

sense, ICT may be explained as an integrated system that incorporates the technology and infrastructure required to store, 

manipulate, deliver and transmit information; the legal and economic institutions required to regulate ICT access and usage; and 

the social and inter-personal structures which allow information to be shared, facilitate access to the ICT infrastructure, and through 

which innovation takes place. In other words, ICT can be viewed as a general purpose technology, which in the main permits people 
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to generate, access, analyse, share and use data, information and knowledge in ways that, until recently, were almost unimaginable. 

Thus, the applications and impacts of ICT on the overall economy can be said to be broad and pervasive. Much of the current wave 

of globalization sweeping across the globe has been attributed to the rapid innovations in ICT. Indeed, ICT has prompted remarkable 

changes in the Nigerian economy in the last three decades. Though the nature and direction of these spectacular changes are difficult 

to predict owing to the pervasive nature of ICT, it remains obvious that these ICT-induced changes will continue at least in the 

foreseeable future. This is because ICT has become a central part of modern life in Nigeria: we chat, text, email and tweet on cell 

phones; we work, teach, learn, research, shop and entertain ourselves on the internet; and we eagerly await the next innovation 

from the world of ICT (The Conference Board, 2011). 

 

Ogbuabor et al. (2017) explained that ICTs used in Nigeria began with the radios and telecommunications, which were essentially 

delivered by copper wires. These ICTs provided Nigerians with a range of social services such as rendering newscast, disseminating 

information, providing relaxation and entertainment. However, advances in ICTs have led to more complex ICT tools and systems 

that have wide applications and coverage. Some of these new ICTs include mobile phones, television, computers (PCs, laptops, 

IPADs, and other handheld computer devices), email, video conferencing, the internet and expert systems (Okoye, 2012). Other 

ICT-enabled applications widely used in Nigeria are Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Blackberry Messenger, Skype, WhatsApp, 

YouTube, and a host of other mobile applications (Islam & Islam, 2006). Interestingly, most banks in Nigeria, particularly the 

deposit money banks, have now developed mobile banking applications that customers can use to perform banking transactions 

through their personal computers, mobile phones and other handheld devices. Such mobile banking applications enable customers 

to make instant funds transfer, pay utility bills, buy mobile phone airtime or top-ups, pay for hotels reservations and air tickets, and 

lots more. These developments make it imperative that the role of ICT in financial inclusion in Nigeria should be reviewed in order 

to evolve more informed policies that will guide the use of ICT to drive financial inclusion in the country. Herein lies the root of 

this study.  

3. The Concept of Financial Inclusion 

According to Chakrabarty (2010), financial inclusion is the process of ensuring access to appropriate financial products and services 

needed by low income groups, vulnerable groups, and all sections of the society in general, at an affordable cost in a transparent 

and fair manner as regulated by the monetary authorities or mainstream institutional actors. Hannig and Jansen (2011) also defined 

financial inclusion as the absence of barriers in the provision and use of financial services so that financial services are made 

available to everyone in the society at affordable costs. These definitions emphasize the importance of costs because if financial 

services are exorbitant, citizens may be discouraged from using such services. Islam and Al-Mamun (2011) view financial inclusion 

as the providing every household with affordable and available access to a range of modern financial services such as financial 

counselling, bank account opening services, savings options, insurance services, payments/remittance services, credit facilities, as 

well as support and sufficient financial education to help customers make good financial decisions for themselves and their 

households. Thus, denying any individual or household access to affordable and available financial product and services means 

that such individual or household has been financially excluded. Furthermore, Hayton et al (2007) defined financial inclusion as 

enhanced access for individuals, households, and groups to adequate, affordable and appropriate financial services and products. 

This entails that such individuals or households should have the capacity, skills, knowledge and understanding to make best use of 

the financial services and products, otherwise they will remain excluded. 

 

Clearly, the foregoing definitions indicate that there is no universally accepted definition of financial inclusion. The understanding 

of this concept varies from one location to another and from one author to another. However, certain facts are quite obvious. The 

first is that the concept of financial inclusion recognizes that there is a tendency for the lower groups of people in the society to be 

left out of the financial system. The second is that once financial services and products become exorbitant, the poor will be denied 

access and use of such products and services. This study therefore takes the view that financial inclusion means easy and affordable 

access to and use of available menu of financial products and services by every segment of the society without any form of 

discrimination or hindrance.  

 

4. Attaining Financial Inclusion in Nigeria through ICT 

Even though there is a growing chunk of literature on financial inclusion in Nigeria, at least since the Maya Declaration, the extant 

literature appears strangely mute about the means through which it can be achieved in Nigeria. Yet, financial inclusion remains an 

important factor in the economic growth and development process of the country. This study therefore brings to the fore the fact 

that the role of ICT towards the attainment of full financial inclusion in Nigeria cannot be over stressed. For instance, the power of 

ICT comes from its global reach, accessibility and flexibility in allowing for immediate e-participation of all and sundry in 

information generation, sharing and utilization. The web is used for both one-way dissemination of information through digitized 

words, audio, or video, and two-way communication through the use of bulletin boards, discussion forums, and blogs. Many 

organizations and individuals now appropriate ICT for their own purposes. Thus, the web has become a powerful tool for opening 

new portals of information made transparent because it is shared electronically and therefore instantly, and the traditional computer 

is no longer the only source of electronic communication and information sharing. In fact, with the emergence of mobile phones 

and other electronic devices that facilitate communication across countries and around the globe, ICT has become a powerful tool 

to disseminate information concerning financial products and services, financial inclusion strategies, regulations and policies to the 

people, regardless of whether they are in the urban or rural areas in Nigeria. The emergence of communication devices capable of 
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accessing the Internet has in turn facilitated the emergence of social media, which has been of immense benefit to businesses and 

individuals alike (Lillington, 2006). Thus, using this ICT platform to create awareness among Nigerians on the concept of financial 

inclusion is the first necessary step towards recognizing the benefits of financial inclusion and working towards its full attainment 

in Nigeria.  

 

ICT provides the platform that can facilitate communication about financial inclusion, existing policies and strategies for its 

attainment, challenges militating against its full achievement, and the steps being taken to overcome such challenges. Such 

communication between the monetary authority and the government on one hand and the citizens on the other hand means that 

issues affecting financial inclusion in Nigeria are exposed to the public eye. Existing policies, strategies, concepts and ideas will 

then morph and evolve into workable plans and programs that can be implemented for the overall good. This is because networking 

and citizens’ involvement facilitate the delivery of enhanced value through the alignment of goals and objectives and recombination 

of existing concepts and ideas with those that are new to develop innovative solutions, which in turn strengthens the bonds and 

collaborations existing among the citizens (Hallikas et al. 2008). This means that innovative steps and policies implemented to 

drive financial inclusion in Nigeria will be people-centered.  

 

At this point, this study has shown that ICT provides the means of not only creating awareness among the citizens about the issue 

of financial inclusion but also of involving them in the entire process of its attainment. Beyond these points, ICT also provides the 

practical means through which citizens can enter the financial system in Nigeria. For instance, the emergence of smart mobile 

phones and other web-enabled devices means that Nigerians can now open and operate bank accounts from the comfort of their 

homes, regardless of whether they are rural or urban dwellers. With the aid of mobile banking applications, Nigerians can 

consummate a range of financial transactions. Thus, ICT’s technological platforms are veritable tools and means for driving 

financial inclusion in Nigeria. Indeed, modern payment systems and platforms will not be possible without the innovations brought 

about through ICT. Thus, attaining financial inclusion in Nigeria without ICT can at best be likened to “pouring water into a 

basket”. 

 

5. Challenges Facing the Use of ICT in Driving Financial Inclusion in Nigeria 

Even though Nigerians have now recognized that ICT holds a lot of benefits and potentials, they are nonetheless faced with some 

challenges in their quest to use ICT not only for the attainment of full financial inclusion but also for other everyday purposes. 

Some of these challenges are quite pervasive and serious, while others are clear reflections of the structural inadequacies in the 

Nigerian economy. However, these challenges must be addressed; otherwise the goal of achieving full financial inclusion in the 

country will remain a mirage.  

  

i. Poor telecommunication and power infrastructure: The reality of most rural communities in Nigeria presently is the 

absence of telecommunication and electricity services. Even in the urban areas, the challenges of power failure and poor 

telecommunication network are still pervasive. Most businesses and individuals currently generate their own power supply. 

These are formidable issues that will likely restrict financial inclusion in the country, at least in the near to medium term (Yun 

& Opheim, 2010; Arugu & Chigozie, 2016). 

 

ii. High cost of connectivity in the face of rising poverty level: It is no longer news that Nigeria has become the poverty capital 

of the world. The prevailing circumstance is such that many Nigerians are struggling to keep up with basic needs such as food, 

shelter, healthcare, and clothing. They cannot therefore afford the high cost of acquiring smart mobile phones let alone bearing 

the cost of periodic internet subscriptions. It is common knowledge that internet connectivity in Nigeria does not come cheap. 

Thus, the current trend of rising rate of poverty in Nigeria and high cost of internet access indicate that many Nigerians will 

likely remain financially excluded due to their inability to afford web-connectivity (Yun & Opheim, 2010; Arugu & Chigozie, 

2016).  

 

iii. Lack of basic education and ICT skills: Nigeria is presently faced with the challenges of illiteracy and rising out-of-school 

syndrome. Yet, without basic education and technical skills, one can neither effectively use, service and maintain ICTs nor 

take advantage of the modern financial products and services provided through various ICT platforms. Literate and skilled 

manpower are necessary for effective utilization of ICT facilities, especially in recent times that rapid introduction of new 

technologies and other innovative advancements have become the order of the day. The implication is that a huge population 

of Nigerians will likely remain financially excluded due to illiteracy and lack of ICT skills (Ogbuabor et al., 2017). 

 

iv. High rate of fraud and poor cyber security: Many Nigerians are afraid of embracing ICT platforms due to the high rate of 

fraud (commonly referred to as ‘scam’) and poor state of cyber security prevalent in the country. This attitude of such Nigerians 

is further underlined by the huge amount of money lost to fraud by Nigerian banks and other financial institutions every 

financial year. The more unfortunate aspect of this situation is that the victims of fraud perpetrated in the Nigerian financial 

system hardly receive any compensation. Thus, the vast majority of the populace who are also predominantly ICT-illiterates 

would prefer to stay underground rather than embrace the ICT-powered financial system. This challenge means that a large 

chunk of the Nigerian population will likely remain financially excluded for the foreseeable future.  
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v. Poor justice system and/or legal framework: The prevailing institutional arrangements for enforcing contracts and rights of 

individuals/firms in Nigeria appear quite weak, cumbersome and intractable (Ogbuabor et al., 2014). Again, the cost of 

obtaining legal remedies in terms of finance and time is also frightening. Laws guiding e-transactions in Nigeria are still 

evolving, and it is hoped that before long, the justice system would be able to resolve disputes arising from transactions 

conducted on ICT platforms timely and in ways the inspire confidence among the online communities in the country. Until 

then, the challenge of weak legal framework may likely continue to keep many Nigerians outside the financial system. 

 

vi. Urban-rural digital divide: The prevailing situation in Nigeria is that most modern facilities that have the potential to uplift 

the standard of living of the people are usually concentrated in the urban areas while the rural communities are generally 

neglected. This situation does not encourage the younger generation to live in the rural areas. Indeed, this phenomenon may 

account largely for the high level of ICT-illiteracy among the rural dwellers in Nigeria. Expectedly, this rural populace may 

continue to be financially excluded until adequate policies are implemented reverse the situation. 

 

vii. Terrorism and frequent armed conflicts: In recent years, Nigeria has witnessed many incidences of terror attacks and armed 

conflicts among communities. These incidences usually result in the destruction of both telecommunication and power 

infrastructure in the country. The effect of all these is that the people in the affected areas are shut out of the rest of the country 

and the world. They can neither make phone calls nor visit the web to consummate transactions online. Simply put, they are 

disconnected from the modern world of ICT, and hence cannot take advantage of modern financial services and products. The 

end result is that they will likely remain financially excluded for a long time to come.  

 

viii. Low level of investment in ICTs in Nigeria: In Nigeria, investment in ICTs is still low relative to the highly industrialized 

economies. According to Chetley (2006), finding the right mix of private and public resources to enhance publicly accessible 

knowledge bases is a major challenge facing developing economies, Nigeria inclusive. Most public and private institutions do 

not have properly functioning ICTs. For instance, providing and maintaining adequate automated teller machines (ATMs) that 

can serve the banking public at all times have continued to be a serious challenge for the Nigerian banking system. Besides, 

there is dearth of e-learning facilities in most Nigerian schools, especially at the basic and senior secondary school levels. 

Using ICTs to drive financial inclusion in Nigeria will remain a “tall dream” until a clear roadmap is implemented to shore up 

investments in the ICT sector. 

 

ix. Poor culture of information sharing: The culture of information sharing is one that must be encouraged in Nigeria in order 

to ensure effective ICT utilization. This calls for political will to update the laws regulating the operations of the telecom and 

broadcast sectors with a view to dismantling all the cultural barriers deterring effective ICT use in the country. This means 

that the communities of ICT users must be clearly established so that information sharing will be encouraged in a sustainable 

manner, while the communities of non-users would be encouraged and assisted to come on board. Lack of synergy and 

collaboration among industry players, especially like-minded organizations such as the telecommunication firms, which 

should enable companies and their customers to discuss and streamline their procedures to drive financial inclusion using ICT 

should be discouraged (Ogbuabor et al., 2017). 

 

x. Others: Other challenges militating against the use of ICT to drive financial inclusion in Nigeria are: lack of public-private 

partnership to drive the provision of ICT facilities and skills; lack of adequate bandwidth that will ensure faster access to e-

resources; and high volumes of obsolete ICT devices such as old mobile phones that are not internet-enabled (Yun & Opheim, 

2010; Arugu & Chigozie, 2016). 

 

6. Some Policy Options to Enhance the Role of ICT in Financial Inclusion  

The foregoing Sections of this paper indicate that ICTs are veritable tools for driving financial inclusion in Nigeria, but some 

serious challenges have also been observed. Clearly, overcoming these challenges would require evidence-based policies. In what 

follows, this study provides some policy options and/or policy thrust that can enhance the goal of driving financial inclusion in 

Nigeria using ICTs. To begin, there is need for a comprehensive national ICT policy, which will clearly define the vision and 

mission that will serve as a rallying point and focus for ICT in Nigeria. The policy will provide strategic direction and guidance for 

sustainable national development. Specifically, its objectives should include: promoting awareness and use of ICTs; providing and 

maintaining adequate infrastructural facilities necessary for ICTs development, such as reliable supply of electricity and 

telecommunication services; extensive educational and training programs for the people to provide adequate supply of qualified 

ICTs personnel, knowledge workers in all sectors and skilled citizenry that can be integrated into the emerging ICT-based economy; 

institutionalizing structures for effective implementation of ICTs strategies; encouraging the development and use of and ensure 

equitable access to benefits offered by ICTs across all the segments of the society including disadvantaged groups and rural 

communities; ensuring that government appreciates its overall responsibility of creating a conducive environment that allows for 

the development of ICTs for national benefits and that e-Government that is customer-driven and services oriented to meet the 

needs of citizens and improve their quality of life is implemented; and providing a transparent and credible legal framework for 

enforcing ICT-based contracts and transactions.  
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Other aspects of the policy thrust should include: ensuring the domestic production of ICTs products to ensure relevance of content 

and use of appropriate technologies that meet international standards; enforcing stringent quality of service standards in the 

provision of ICTs; ensuring a conducive environment for investments in the ICTs sector through public-private partnerships; 

ensuring that ICTs tariff structure is made more affordable to enhance accessibility; enforce an institutional mechanism to co-

ordinate inter-organizational planning, policy-making and implementation of ICT strategies; and increasing bandwidth across the 

nation to enhance speed and efficiency of ICT operations. Other policy options should target reducing the unacceptably high level 

of poverty in Nigeria. All tiers of government in Nigeria should work in synergy to achieve this. There must be a national policy 

to address the issue of e-fraud and poor cyber security in Nigeria in order to instill confidence in the people that it is safe to conduct 

financial transactions in Nigeria using the internet. The legal framework advocated here should ensure credible and speedy 

dispensation of justice in matters involving e-transactions. Deliberate policy effort should be made by the government to terminate 

the prevailing urban-rural digital divide in Nigeria. Clearly, this is a market failure that requires government intervention. There 

should be a national policy aimed at protecting ICT facilities in Nigeria from terror attacks and other armed conflicts. Obviously, 

there is still a large scope of activities to be addressed through properly coordinated policies in order to ensure that ICTs become 

veritable tools for driving financial inclusion in Nigeria.  

7. Conclusion 

The extant literature shows that the financial system plays significant role in the process of economic growth and development. 

However, it is doubtful if the financial system can contribute meaningfully to economic growth and development when the lowest 

segment of the society is excluded. Unfortunately, recent global statistics on financial inclusion indicate that a large chunk of the 

country’s population is financially excluded presently. Specifically, statistics from the Global Financial Inclusion (FINDEX) 

database indicate that South Africa performed better than Nigeria in various financial inclusion indicators. This paper therefore 

aims at sensitizing policymakers and researchers in Nigeria to the importance of ICT in enhancing financial inclusion in the country. 

To do this, the paper presents an overview of the role of information and communication technology (ICT) in driving financial 

inclusion in Nigeria; and also exposes the challenges impeding the use of ICT in driving financial inclusion in Nigeria. The paper 

also makes some policy recommendations on the way forward. 
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