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Next frontier of financial access 
is economic empowerment 

The next frontier of financial access is inclusion that translates into livelihoods,resilience, opportunity, and lasting prosperity for all. 

Financial inclusion. I 
DOROTHY NAKAWEESI 

- Ten years ago, access to financial servic­
es in Uganda was limited, uneven, and 
out of reach fot milliOns. Today, nearly 
seven in 10 adults are formally includ­
ed in the fmancial system, progress 
powered by policy reform, digital inno­
vation, and stronger collaboration. 

At the centre of the shift is Financial 
Sector Deepening (FSD) Ugantla,estab­
lished in 2015 with support from the 
UK government and now positioned 
as a market facilitator driving system­
icchange. 

Over the decade, FSD Uganda has 
helped strengthen the foundations-of 
a more inclusive ecosystern,supporting 
policy and regulation, enabling digital 
infrastructure, and catalysing innova­
tions that have pushed services beyond 
urban centres into rural communities .. 

But the next frontier of inclusion is 
no longer juSt about access; it is about 
meaningful use, resilience, and eco­
nomic empowerment, especially for 
underserved groups. In this interview, 
Patience Kikoni, programme director 
atlSD Uganda, reflects on what bas 
worked and what must change next 

How has FSD Uganda changed in 
10 years? 

detserved segments,.alongside im· 
proved revenues and livelihoods for 
agents and their families. 

We have cUso invested in knowledge 
that strengthens the market. Our flag· 
ship product is FinScope, a nationwide 
household survey on the demand forfi· 
nancial services. FinScope is widely ref­
erenced in national policy documents, 
reflecting its value to regulators and 
industry and our influence in shaping 
Uganda's financial inclusion agenda 

Access has grown, so why do gaps 
in active usage persist? 

Active usage of quality financial 
services remains the biggest chal­
lenge. Many formal accounts remain 
dormant or hold very small balances 
because serving low-value accounts is 
costly, while many customers have low 
and irregular incomes. Inadequate con­
sumer protection also weakens confi­
dence: rising cyber-related fraud,regu­
latory gaps, weak monitoring systems, 
and low literacy levels undermine trust 
and deter uptake. 

What lessons should shape the 
next phase of inclusion? 

shows the importance of digital trans­
formation in reaching rural and under­
served communities; going forward, ef­
forts must scale digital infrastructure 
and eKYC and align with national pro­
grammes for wider reach. 

What is FSD Uganda's next strate­
gy, and who is it designed to serve? 

Our first 10 years laid the founda­
tion for inclusion. The next challenge 
is deepening financial markets and 
driving active usage of services to im­
prove livelihoods and build resilience 
to shocks. Our next strategy focuses on 
broadening, deepening, and diversify­
ing financial services, and advancing 
economic empowerment, with a major 
focus on women. youth, refugees, per­
sons with disabilities, and small busi­
nesses. 

How will partnerships accelerate 
the next wave of progress? 

As a market facilitator, our work is an­
chored in partnerships. We will contin­
ue to empower public and private in­
stitutions to lead the inclusion agen­
da through institutional capacity de­
velopment and by piloting, testing, and 
scaling innovative solutions for under­
served and unserved segments. 

What message should stakeholders 
take forward? 

Initially, we aimed to address low ac­
cess to formal financial services. Over 
the past decade, we have evolved in­
to a market facilitator focused on mar­
ket-systems change within the finan­
cial sector and the broader ecosystem. 

Patience Kikoni, programme director at FSD Uganda, says the future offinancial 
inclusion lies in moving beyond access to economic empowerment, resilience, 
and meaningful use offtnancial services. PHOTO I COURTESY 

Sustainable inclusion requires a ho­
listic approach: tackling demand-side 
and supply-side constraints, alongside 
hannful social norms. Addressing sup­
ply-side barriers alone is not enough; 
future efforts must close usage gaps, re­
duce gender and youth disparities,and 
respond to other vulnerable segments. 
A second lesson is technology's role in 
achieving scale. Mobile money's impact 

More than ever, actors acr(fss the fi­
nancial systemmust work together.Pro­
gress will require not only innovative 
products, but also an empowered cus· 
tomer base that can a~vely, and prof­
itably, use them. 

In the early years, our focus was on 
laying the groundwork for inclusion 
through policy advocacy, legal, and 
regulatory support. More recently, our 
work has shifted to de-risking innova­
tion in digital financial services and 
supporting shared initiatives that can 
transform the wider ecosystem. 

access to formal services,from about 30 
percent to around 70 percent,driven by 
the rapid growth of mobile money. 

A major infrastructure milestone has 
been support for a shared interopera­
ble agent banking platform, which has 
enabled financial institutions and part­
ners to develop and scale products be­
yond cash-inlcash·out, including bill 
payments. 

Re lated borrowing 

What are our biggest inclusion 
wins, and where .has FSD Uganda 
been most catalytic? 
. The biggest win has been the rise in 

Mobile money has opened pathways 
for rural and previously hard-to-reach 
segments to access a wider range of ser­
vices. Our contnbution has been in sup­
porting policy, legal and regulatory re­
forms, building digital infrastructure, 
strengthening research and evidence, 
and de-risking product innovations 
that enable last-mile inclusion. 

It has supported improved business 
models and enabled more banks tojoin 
shared rails, even where some had ex­
isting agent networks. The result is ex· 
panded access and usage among un-

'Many formal accounrs 
remain dormant or hold 'small 
balances b~cause serving low­
value accounts is costly,' 

Is the greater risk trained staffleaving or unskilled staff staying? 

Joshua Mazune 

Personal finance. I 
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For many SMEs, the decision to train staff is 
a hard one. Money is tight, cash flow is un­
certain, and time spent training can feel like 
time taken away from making sales. In this 
situation, the fear that trained staffwillieave 
for competitors is understandable. Many em­
ployers have seen it happen. However,most 
businesses do not fail Qecause trained staff 
leave. They fail because work is poorly done, 
customers are handled badly, money is mis­

. managed, and decisions are slow. These are 
not market problems, but skills problems. 

Part of the confusion comes from mix­
ing up training and skilling. Training usual· 
ly focuses on tasks such as how to use a fys-

tern, follow a process, or complete a specific 
job. Skilling goes deeper. It builds judgement, 
problem-solving, and the ability to' work well 
even when situations change. Many SMEs 
train people to do tasks but fail to skill them 
to think, decide, and take responsibility. That 
gap shows up in daily operations. 

The real issue is not whether SMEs should 
train their staff, but how to do it realistical­
ly. Many employers hire people and expect 
them to perform immediately. There is lit­
tle onboarding, little guidance, and unclear 
expectations. This plug-and-play approach 
may seem practical, but it often leads to frus­
tration and poor results. Experienced staff 
can perform faster, but they also cost more. 
When businesses hire cheaply and expect 
high perfonnance,disappointmentis almost 
guaranteed. Social hiring adds another lay-

er to the problem. Hiring relatives, friends, 
or referrals is common, and in some cases, 
this works. But hiring for trust alone is not 
enough. Without clear roles, basic rules, and 
consequences,even trusted staffwill under­
perform. Training cannot fix everything, but 
lack of skilling makes these problems worse, 

For SMEs,skills development should be sim­
ple and focused.lt does not have to mean ex­
pensive courses or long workshops. It means 
showing new staff how things are done, set­
ting clear responsibilities early,helping them 
understand why decisions matter, and fol· 
lowing up on performance. Skills grow when 
learning is linked to real work and accounta­
bility.Employees also have a role to play.In to­
day's economy, workers cannot wait for em­
ployers to teach them everything. People 
who take responsibility for learning grow 

faster and become more useful to their or­
ganisations. Skills development works best 
when both sides are committed. 

Training alone will not save a business. 
Poor leadership, bad planning, and weak 
cash management can still cause failure. But 
refusing to build skills o~t offear only makes 
these problems worse. In the long run, the 
bigger danger is not trained staff leaving. It 
is unskilled staff staying and slowly hold­
ing the business back. As the year comes to 
an end, this is a good time for business own­
ers to step back,honestly assess what is work­
ing and what is not, and decide whether un­
skilled staff may be one of the quiet risks 
holding their business back. 

The writer is the Maru Credit managing 
director 


