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Abstract

This systematic review examines the role of digitization in transforming retail banking, with a
specific focus on customer engagement and financial product adoption across South Asia. The study
investigates how digital technologies such as mobile banking, digital wallets, biometric
identification, and fintech platforms have redefined user experiences and expanded access to
financial services in diverse socio-economic and cultural settings. Guided by the PRISMA 2020
methodology, the review synthesizes findings from a total of 84 peer-reviewed and high-quality
studies published between 2010 and 2024, encompassing empirical research, conceptual
frameworks, and institutional reports. The findings reveal that digital infrastructure development,
particularly mobile internet access and national ID integration, has significantly enhanced financial
inclusion and enabled large-scale onboarding of previously unbanked populations. Furthermore,
personalized user interfaces, behavioral nudges, and Al-driven financial tools have emerged as key
drivers of customer engagement, promoting higher adoption of savings, credit, insurance, and
investment products. The study also highlights the critical interplay between fintech innovation and
regulatory frameworks, which collectively shape the scalability and inclusiveness of digital banking
ecosystems. Overall, this review contributes a comprehensive and region-specific understanding of
how digitization is influencing customer behavior, financial accessibility, and banking strategies in
South Asia, while emphasizing the need for inclusive design, localized policy interventions, and
continued cross-sector collaboration to bridge the remaining digital divides.
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INTRODUCTION

Digitization, broadly defined, refers to the conversion of analog information and manual processes into
digital formats, which enables organizations to streamline operations and improve service delivery
(Vrana & Singh, 2025). Within the banking sector, digitization encompasses the use of digital
technologies such as mobile applications, online banking platforms, big data analytics, artificial
intelligence, and blockchain to deliver banking services and products. These technologies enable the
transition from branch-based models to digital-first or digital-only platforms, significantly altering
customer-bank interactions and financial product access. Retail banking, characterized by mass-market
banking services offered to individuals, has experienced profound changes due to digitization,
especially in customer engagement, service personalization, and financial product innovation (Lang,
2021). In this context, customer engagement is not merely transactional but encompasses the emotional
and behavioral involvement of customers with digital banking services, often leading to enhanced
loyalty and higher product uptake (Neugebauer, 2019). Digitization also enhances the adoption of
diverse financial products such as savings accounts, investment tools, insurance products, and credit
offerings, by simplifying access and improving user experience (Matt et al., 2023).

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of Digitization in Retail Banking
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The emergence of fintech Figure 2: From Digitization to Financial Services Delivery in South Asia
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Mobile) trinity has provided the infrastructure backbone for digital financial services. Similarly,
Bangladesh’s bKash and Pakistan’s Easypaisa have revolutionized mobile banking by reaching
underserved populations (Vrana, 2025). Regulatory sandboxes, digital ID frameworks, and open
banking initiatives have further enabled innovation and interoperability. These developments have not
only increased financial access but also diversified the financial product landscape. However, the
success of fintech solutions hinges on robust governance, cybersecurity measures, and consumer
protection mechanisms. Policymakers must therefore strike a balance between innovation and
regulation to foster a stable yet dynamic digital banking ecosystem. Understanding the interaction
between fintech innovations, regulatory frameworks, and consumer behavior is essential for evaluating
the broader implications of digitization on customer engagement and product adoption in South Asia
(Veldhoven & Vanthienen, 2022). Given the accelerating pace of digitization and its disruptive impact
on banking, a region-specific investigation into its influence on customer engagement and financial
product adoption is both timely and necessary. While existing studies offer insights into digital banking
globally, comprehensive, empirically grounded reviews focused on South Asia remain scarce. This
review synthesizes findings from over 30 scholarly and institutional sources to explore how digital
banking initiatives are reshaping consumer-bank relationships and service delivery in South Asia. It
examines key drivers, challenges, and contextual nuances influencing digital engagement and product
adoption across the region. The objective is to identify patterns, highlight successful interventions, and
clarify theoretical constructs relevant to the South Asian digital banking landscape. By integrating
multidisciplinary perspectives from technology adoption theories and behavioral finance to
development economics and public policy this review seeks to offer a holistic understanding of
digitization’s role in advancing financial inclusion and deepening financial markets in the region. The
following sections will systematically present the methodology, results, and synthesized discussions
derived from the literature, ultimately contributing to the broader discourse on digital finance and
inclusive banking.

Digitization in financial services

Digitization in financial services refers to the transformation of traditional financial operations,
communications, and products into digital formats, enabling automation, real-time processing, and
customer self-service through advanced technology platforms (Pietrasik et al., 2024). This process is not
limited to the digitization of paper documents or analog data but extends to the integration of
sophisticated digital tools such as artificial intelligence, big data analytics, cloud computing, and
blockchain into the financial service value chain. In retail banking, digitization is evident in the delivery
of services through mobile applications, digital wallets, contactless payments, and robo-advisory
services that reduce reliance on physical branches (Marion & Fixson, 2021). The transformation is also
characterized by enhanced customer interaction, product customization, and automated risk analysis

50



ASRC Procedia: Global Perspectives in Science and Scholarship, April 2025, 46-62
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digitization is now a strategic
imperative rather than a mere DIGITIZATION IN FINANCIAL SERVICES

technological upgrade,
positioning banks to compete
in a rapidly evolving financial ecosystem where speed, personalization, and innovation are vital.
Scholars have emphasized that digitization also involves a cultural shift within banks, requiring
redefined customer journeys, staff retraining, and new governance models (Vrana & Singh, 2021).
Digital Banking Infrastructure in South Asia

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) penetration plays a foundational role in the
successful implementation of digital banking infrastructure in South Asia. The region has made
remarkable progress in terms of mobile and internet connectivity over the past decade, enabling a
digital ecosystem conducive to financial services. India leads in digital readiness, with over 800 million
internet users as of 2023, followed by Pakistan and Bangladesh with 129 million and 66 million users
respectively (ALsheyab, 2025). Digital readiness is commonly assessed using indicators such as mobile
broadband subscriptions, internet affordability, digital literacy rates, and the presence of government
digital strategies. The Global Innovation Index and the Networked Readiness Index have consistently
shown India and Sri Lanka outperforming others in the region on ICT infrastructure and digital
capability. Public initiatives such as India’s “Digital India” campaign and Bangladesh’s “Vision 2041”
have explicitly focused on expanding ICT access to support service digitization. However, these efforts
are unevenly distributed; Nepal and Afghanistan still face infrastructure deficits and low broadband
coverage, affecting the scalability of digital banking services. Private telecom players, including Airtel
and Jio in India, and Grameenphone in Bangladesh, have significantly expanded mobile broadband
penetration, indirectly supporting mobile banking growth (Steininger, 2019). Studies show that
increased ICT penetration correlates with improved financial inclusion, enhanced trust in digital
services, and greater adoption of e-wallets and mobile banking apps (Vrana & Singh, 2021). Despite
these gains, disparities remain in terms of digital literacy, affordability of smart devices, and regional
ICT policy alignment, revealing a complex interplay between infrastructure readiness and banking
digitization across South Asia. The proliferation of mobile networks and affordable smartphones has
been a critical driver of digital banking accessibility in South Asia. According to mobile phone
penetration in the region exceeds 85%, and mobile broadband coverage reaches over 95% of the
population in countries like India and Sri Lanka (Vasishta et al., 2025). The availability of low-cost
smartphones from regional manufacturers such as Micromax, Lava, and Symphony has democratized
access to banking apps and mobile financial platforms. Mobile internet has become the primary
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medium through which customers Figure 4: Building an Inclusive Digital Banking Ecosystem in South Asia
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where SIM registration doubles as mobile wallet activation (Lashitew et al., 2020). Studies indicate that
the more frequently users engage with mobile internet, the more inclined they are to explore digital
investment, credit, and insurance products. However, there are persistent gaps in digital fluency,
especially among older populations and women, which restrict full engagement with mobile financial
platforms.

Customer Engagement in Digital Banking Environments

The notion of customer engagement in digital banking environments has evolved from transactional
interactions to dynamic, multifaceted relationships driven by real-time technology, personalization,
and continuous feedback mechanisms (Das, 2025). Engagement is no longer measured solely by
frequency of transactions but by emotional connection, cognitive involvement, and behavioral
intention. Digital platforms have enabled banks to engage customers through diverse touchpoints,
including mobile apps, online chatbots, and personalized content streams, thereby creating a more
immersive banking experience. In South Asia, the rise of mobile-first banking ecosystems has created
new opportunities to engage both digitally native and first-time banking users. Engagement has also
shifted from bank-centric models to customer-centric paradigms where user feedback loops, data
analytics, and behavioral tracking inform service delivery. Empirical studies have found a strong
correlation between digital engagement and cross-buying behavior, product diversification, and
service loyalty (Haque & Shoaib, 2023). The scalability of digital channels allows banks to serve millions
of users simultaneously while tailoring services based on user profiles and transaction history.
Research by Verma and Sinha (2018) demonstrated that digitally engaged customers in India were 2.3
times more likely to open secondary financial products, such as insurance or investment accounts, than
their non-engaged counterparts. Furthermore, platforms such as bKash in Bangladesh and Easypaisa
in Pakistan illustrate how even basic mobile interfaces can foster deep engagement through ease of use,
relevance, and social value. As such, digital engagement has become a strategic asset for banks,
enabling them to co-create value with users while maintaining relevance in competitive markets.
Personalization, interactivity, and user experience (UX) have emerged as critical determinants of
engagement within digital banking environments, particularly in mobile-first regions like South Asia
(Sankaranarayanan, 2025).

Behavioral and Socio-Cultural Determinants of Engagement

Digital and financial literacy are critical determinants of how users engage with digital banking
platforms, particularly in developing regions like South Asia where educational disparities persist.
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ngital ]iteracy refers to the Figure 5: Drivers of Customer Engagement in Digital Banking
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(PMGDISHA) and financial inclusion campaigns by the Reserve Bank of India have aimed to increase
literacy, but uptake remains uneven (Thapa et al., 2024). In Bangladesh and Pakistan, public-private
partnerships and NGOs like BRAC have promoted literacy through mobile tutorials and community
workshops. Empirical studies from (Koskelainen et al., 2023) indicate that low literacy correlates with
mistrust of digital systems and reduced use of advanced banking features such as credit products or
investment tools.

Financial Product Adoption in the Digital Age

The widespread adoption of digital
financial products such as basic
accounts, micro-savings tools, and
digital insurance has transformed
the financial inclusion landscape
across South Asia. Digital accounts,

Figure 6: Key Dimensions of Digital Financial Product Adoption in South
Asia
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phones. Micro-savings products,
often embedded in mobile wallets, encourage low-income users to save through round-up features and
gamified incentives (Ejemeyovwi et al., 2021). Studies reveal that small habitual savings through digital
channels improve financial resilience, especially among women and informal workers. Digital
insurance, though still nascent, is gaining traction via bundled services offered by telecoms and
fintechs. For instance, Easypaisa in Pakistan integrates life and health insurance with wallet services
for minimal premiums. Empirical research demonstrates that ease of enrollment, affordability, and
digital claims processing significantly influence adoption of micro-insurance in rural settings.
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Moreover, digital distribution allows for broader reach and real-time data collection, facilitating
actuarial innovation and fraud detection. However, challenges remain regarding user comprehension,
policy transparency, and claims reliability.

Financial Inclusion and the Digital Divide

Digital banking has emerged as a transformative force in promoting financial inclusion, particularly in
developing regions like South Asia, where traditional banking infrastructure has long failed to reach
underserved populations (Ammar et al., 2024; Tonmoy & Arifur, 2023). Financial inclusion, as defined
by Odei-Appiah et al. (2022) and Tonoy and Khan (2023), involves access to useful and affordable
financial products and services such as payments, savings, credit, and insurance delivered in a
responsible and sustainable manner. Digitization lowers entry barriers by enabling remote account
opening, real-time transactions, and cost-effective service delivery through mobile and internet
platforms (Vasile et al., 2021; Zaman, 2024). In India, the JAM trinity (Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mobile) has
been instrumental in linking

digital identi ty, bank accounts, Figure 7: Pathways from Financial Exclusion to Inclusion through Digital

. . Banking in South Asia
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Moreover, digital inclusion

reduces the need for costly physical branch visits and enables users to participate in formal economies
via mobile transactions and e-commerce (Mignamissi, 2021).

Al and Big Data: Catalysts for Personalized and Inclusive Digital Banking

The convergence of Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Big Data has emerged as a defining force in the
evolution of retail banking digitization, particularly in South Asia, where financial ecosystems are
rapidly transitioning from manual to intelligent digital infrastructures (Bhuiyan et al., 2025). Al
technologies, including machine learning algorithms and natural language processing, are now central
to enabling predictive analytics, behavioral modeling, and automated decision-making in customer
interactions (Qibria & Hossen, 2023). These technologies process and learn from massive volumes of
transactional and behavioral data collected via mobile apps, online banking portals, and financial
history records to deliver real-time, hyper-personalized services (Ishtiaque, 2025). Big Data analytics,
on the other hand, serves as the foundational layer that enables financial institutions to collect,
integrate, and analyze diverse data sets at scale, facilitating the segmentation of customer profiles and
forecasting of service needs (Khan, 2025). For example, Al-powered chatbots and robo-advisors
provide 24/7 financial guidance, while credit risk assessments are enhanced through alternative data
sources such as mobile usage patterns and social behavior (Masud, 2022). In the South Asian context,
this integration has been particularly impactful in advancing financial inclusion among previously
unbanked populations (Hossen et al.,, 2023). Digital banking platforms such as India’s Paytm,
Bangladesh’s bKash, and Pakistan’s Easypaisa use Al to generate automated savings nudges, credit
recommendations, and insurance offerings based on user behavior and socioeconomic indicators
(Hossen & Atiqur, 2022). The biometric-based onboarding of users, often supported by national digital
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identity systems, further strengthens security and verification while enhancing access for marginalized
groups (Hossain et al., 2024). Moreover, Al systems can detect fraudulent activities and anomalies in
digital transactions, thereby increasing user trust in mobile-first banking environments (Alam et al.,
2023). Studies also show that institutions utilizing Al and Big Data frameworks report higher customer
satisfaction, retention, and cross-product adoption compared to traditional banking models (Rajesh et
al., 2023; Roksana et al., 2024). Ultimately, the synergy of Al and Big Data not only redefines service
delivery models but also acts as a developmental tool, empowering users with contextualized financial
solutions and bridging the digital divide across South Asia’s socioeconomically diverse landscape
(Siddiqui, 2025; Sohel, 2025; Akter & Razzak, 2022).

Method

This study employed a systematic review methodology grounded in the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 framework to ensure a structured, transparent,
and replicable research process. The review focused on synthesizing empirical and conceptual research
on the intersection of retail banking digitization, customer engagement, and financial product adoption
across South Asian economies. The research design followed the four primary phases of the PRISMA
process: identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and final inclusion. To retrieve relevant
literature, a comprehensive search strategy was implemented across multiple academic databases,
including Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, EBSCOhost, ProQuest, and Google Scholar, supplemented
by institutional repositories such as those of the World Bank, International Finance Corporation (IFC),
GSMA Intelligence, and regional banking authorities including the Reserve Bank of India (RBI),
Bangladesh Bank, and the State Bank of Pakistan. The search incorporated Boolean operators and
keyword combinations such as “digital banking,” “retail banking digitization,” “customer
engagement,” “financial product adoption,” “financial inclusion,” “South Asia,” “India,”
“Bangladesh,” “Pakistan,” “Nepal,” and “Sri Lanka.” The search scope was limited to studies
published between January 2010 and December 2024 to ensure a contemporary relevance to the rapidly
evolving digital financial landscape. Snowballing techniques, both backward and forward, were
employed to trace additional studies from reference lists and citation networks. The review applied a
set of inclusion and exclusion criteria to screen the studies. To be eligible, sources had to be written in
English and include peer-reviewed journal articles, working papers, theses, conference proceedings, or
institutional reports directly addressing digital banking practices, customer engagement, or financial
product adoption in South Asian contexts. Studies were excluded if they were not focused on financial
digitization or were outside the geographical scope, lacked methodological rigor, or comprised non-
academic formats such as opinion editorials or promotional content. Following the initial database
query, 1,263 records were retrieved. After the removal of duplicates (n = 247), a total of 1,016 titles and
abstracts were screened. Of these, 789 were excluded for being irrelevant to the research scope. The full
texts of the remaining 227 studies were reviewed for eligibility, and 96 studies were retained for
detailed analysis.

Findings

A central finding of the review is the accelerated growth in digital infrastructure across South Asian
countries, particularly India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. Among the 84 reviewed articles, 29 specifically
addressed infrastructure expansion, mobile penetration, and internet accessibility. These studies
consistently demonstrated that increased availability of smartphones, expansion of mobile broadband
networks, and national digital identity systems have enabled mass access to digital banking platforms.
Collectively, these 29 articles have been cited over 3,400 times, underscoring their foundational impact.
Mobile phone penetration exceeding 85% and mobile internet access reaching over 70% in key urban
and semi-urban centers have supported the widespread deployment of retail digital banking services.
This infrastructural progress has underpinned innovations like mobile wallets, real-time payment
platforms, and biometric KYC systems. However, despite these advances, at least 13 of the studies
highlighted persistent disparities in infrastructure quality between urban and rural regions, noting
issues such as power outages, weak signal strength, and high data costs in remote areas. Approximately
12 articles also emphasized the role of public-private partnerships and regulatory incentives in
fostering infrastructure development.
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Figure 8: Key Findings from Digital Banking Review in South Asia
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The review found strong evidence that digitization significantly increases customer uptake of financial
products, particularly savings accounts, microloans, and insurance. Of the 84 reviewed studies, 34
directly examined the relationship between digital service delivery and financial product adoption.
These studies, collectively cited over 4,200 times, consistently showed that mobile-based interfaces
reduce cognitive and transactional barriers, encouraging users to open new accounts and access formal
financial products. In particular, 21 of these articles focused on digital microfinance and mobile-based
lending, revealing that instant credit access, flexible repayment terms, and data-driven credit scoring
systems increased adoption among underbanked populations. Another 13 studies explored digital
insurance and micro-savings products, with evidence showing that small, periodic digital contributions
are more feasible for low-income users than traditional models. Several studies also reported significant
cross-selling success via digital platforms, with bundled offerings (e.g., savings + micro-insurance)
resulting in higher user retention and product uptake. Studies with higher citation counts some with
over 300 individual citations provided evidence that product adoption was particularly high in digital-
first banking models and fintech-led platforms. The evidence indicates that product accessibility,
simplified interfaces, and automated workflows enabled by digitization have redefined how customers
interact with financial offerings, shifting user behavior from passive access to active and repeat usage.
Another significant finding is that customer engagement in digital environments has become a key
differentiator in user retention and financial activity levels.

Among the 84 selected articles, 26 focused on user engagement metrics, mobile interface design, user
satisfaction, and emotional attachment to digital banking platforms. These studies have collectively
received more than 3,100 citations and provide robust empirical evidence that user interface quality,
personalization, and responsiveness are directly correlated with continued platform use and product
diversification. At least 17 studies highlighted that well-designed mobile banking apps with features
such as real-time alerts, visual dashboards, gamification, and goal-setting tools significantly enhance
user satisfaction. Moreover, behavioral features like personalized savings prompts, spending
summaries, and loyalty rewards were found to increase transaction frequency and deepen platform
loyalty. Nine studies discussed emotional engagement, noting that when customers feel a sense of
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control and psychological ownership of their digital financial lives, they are more likely to use
advanced services such as investment modules or long-term savings plans. Several high-impact
studies, with citation counts exceeding 250 each, emphasized that customer-centric design and interface
localization (e.g., language, visuals, and cultural aesthetics) were essential in retaining users in
competitive fintech ecosystems. In essence, the findings suggest that engagement strategies grounded
in behavioral insights and digital personalization have redefined competitive advantage in retail
banking.

Overcoming these persistent barriers requires targeted, inclusive design and support mechanisms
tailored to diverse user profiles. The review also revealed an uneven distribution of financial inclusion
outcomes across geographies, user types, and platforms, despite substantial digital advances. Of the 84
reviewed studies, 23 specifically addressed inclusion outcomes and digital divides. These studies,
collectively cited over 2,900 times, consistently found that while account opening and digital
transaction numbers have surged in urban centers, rural and marginalized communities remain
underrepresented in meaningful financial participation. Data from 15 studies showed that many newly
opened digital accounts are dormant or exhibit minimal transaction activity, particularly those initiated
through government mandates or subsidy-linked programs. Approximately 11 articles reported that
inclusion metrics often overstate the depth of engagement; while access has improved, actual use of
credit, insurance, or investment tools remains concentrated among digitally literate, urban populations.
Eight studies explored multilingual and assistive interface strategies, suggesting that platforms that
integrate regional language options and voice-based navigation see higher usage rates among less
literate users. However, only a minority of platforms currently offer such inclusivity-focused features.
Studies examining biometric and Al-based access also noted that while these tools increase efficiency,
they may inadvertently exclude users with poor documentation or low device familiarity. Moreover,
country-level comparisons highlighted that India’s digital inclusion infrastructure is significantly
ahead of its regional peers, while Nepal and Afghanistan lag behind. The findings confirm that
digitization alone does not guarantee equity in financial services distribution. Inclusive growth requires
deliberate interventions in policy design, technological development, and user training to bridge
persistent regional and social gaps in South Asia’s evolving digital banking landscape.

Discussion

The review confirms that rapid infrastructure expansion marked by mobile penetration, broadband
access, and digital ID systems has been pivotal in enabling retail banking digitization across South Asia.
These findings align with prior global assessments that identify ICT infrastructure as the backbone of
digital financial ecosystems. For example, the Global Findex Database identified mobile connectivity
as a strong predictor of digital account ownership, especially in lower-middle-income economies
(Tlemsani et al., 2023) . Similarly, the World Bank’s Digital Economy reports have emphasized
infrastructure as the primary catalyst of inclusive digital economies. In the South Asian context, India's
JAM trinity and Digital India programs have been widely discussed as effective models (Sindakis &
Showkat, 2024), and this review reaffirms their transformative impact. However, the findings also
highlight discrepancies that were underemphasized in earlier studies, such as Anakpo et al. (2023), who
noted infrastructure readiness but did not fully explore the urban-rural disparities in power reliability
and data affordability.

The review provides stronger empirical confirmation that while national averages may appear robust,
micro-level differences in infrastructure quality continue to influence service equity. This nuance
enhances earlier macro-level evaluations and suggests that future infrastructure development must
incorporate regional sensitivity to truly democratize digital finance. The findings on product adoption
particularly digital savings accounts, microloans, and insurance products substantiate existing claims
that digital platforms reduce barriers to financial product use. Prior research by Charfeddine and Umlai
(2023) suggested that digitized savings tools increase financial resilience among low-income users. This
review corroborates those conclusions while extending them into mobile-centric environments where
gamified micro-savings and instant credit tools are widely accessible. Studies such as Ciupac-Ulici et
al. (2022) emphasized the potential of digital credit to serve informal borrowers excluded by traditional
banks, and this review reinforces those observations by documenting high engagement rates with
mobile-based lending apps across India and Bangladesh. However, it goes further by detailing how
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behavioral features, such as spending reminders and usage-based credit scoring, catalyze adoption in
unique ways not covered in earlier work. While Wu and Kao (2022) focused on financial literacy as a
condition for product use, the current review finds that interface simplicity and automated onboarding
often substitute for literacy, allowing even first-time users to access formal financial services. Thus, the
results not only confirm previous findings but also add technological and user interface dimensions
that are increasingly shaping product adoption. This suggests a paradigm shift where fintech design
strategies can mitigate or bypass traditional barriers such as education and income, reshaping how
financial inclusion is operationalized.

Customer engagement emerged as a central differentiator in the digital banking ecosystem, echoing
earlier conceptual frameworks by Kumar et al. (2019), who defined engagement as a multi-dimensional
interaction beyond mere transactions. This review affirms their position by highlighting how mobile
apps and digital banking interfaces foster cognitive, emotional, and behavioral involvement through
interactivity and personalization. had previously linked interface quality with engagement outcomes,
and the current synthesis deepens this linkage by providing evidence that features like Al-driven
prompts, dashboard analytics, and visual feedback loops significantly increase user satisfaction and
loyalty. Compared to earlier evaluations by Wu and Kao (2022), which emphasized omnichannel
consistency, this review shows that in South Asia, single-channel (mobile-first) engagement models can
still achieve high impact when personalized design is employed. Additionally, the review expands on
Yuan et al. (2017) by showing that psychological ownership enhanced through customization and goal
setting creates long-term user retention. Unlike previous studies that primarily assessed engagement
from a marketing perspective, the present review contextualizes engagement as a behavioral enabler
of product uptake and financial resilience. This reframing integrates engagement into the broader
ecosystem of financial inclusion, suggesting that strategic investments in user experience are not just
commercial imperatives but developmental tools in low-access regions. While digitization has opened
new avenues for access, this review finds that socio-demographic barriers such as age, gender, and
education continue to hinder equitable participation. These findings reinforce earlier studies by Payne
et al. (2021), which demonstrated that financial exclusion is deeply tied to structural inequalities.
However, this review adds granularity by showing that even with mobile access, usage remains low
among women, older adults, and low-income users due to digital illiteracy, cultural norms, and trust
issues. Gender disparities in digital finance, and the present review confirms and quantifies such gaps
across platforms like bKash and Easypaisa.

Furthermore, religious and cultural factors that shape technology adoption in South Asia. This review
validates those perspectives and shows how collective decision-making and conservative norms
dampen independent financial activity among women and elders (Haghighinasab et al., 2025). Unlike
studies that treat infrastructure as a proxy for inclusion, the present synthesis clearly indicates that
behavioral and cultural dimensions play an equally critical role. This layered understanding suggests
that digitization alone is insufficient to eliminate exclusion; rather, user-centric interventions and
demographic-sensitive innovations are required to address deeply rooted disparities. The review
identifies an important contradiction between technological advancement and inclusive outcomes.
Despite the widespread deployment of digital infrastructure, inclusion remains uneven, especially in
rural and marginalized communities. Earlier research by acknowledged this problem but often focused
on account ownership as a metric of inclusion. This review questions that approach by highlighting the
prevalence of dormant accounts and limited product usage even in high-access regions (Velazquez et
al., 2022). Studies such as Craig et al. (2023) noted the challenges of sustaining engagement post-
onboarding, and this review reaffirms that trend with empirical evidence from South Asia. It further
contributes to the literature by showing how inclusion metrics need to move beyond access to include
usage frequency, transaction diversity, and platform retention rates.

In contrast to optimistic projections found in digitization may reproduce or even deepen existing
divides unless guided by inclusive policy and design. The gap between urban and rural users, digital
natives and first-time adopters, remains stark, suggesting that digital platforms must evolve to
accommodate diverse levels of user readiness and cultural expectations. The findings of this review
also emphasize the dual role of fintech innovation and regulatory frameworks in shaping inclusive
outcomes. Previous work by Ullah et al. (2024) highlighted the potential of fintechs to extend service
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coverage, and this review supports that claim by documenting the rise of localized, app-based banking
solutions across South Asia. Platforms like Paytm, bKash, and PhonePe have introduced tailored
products for underserved segments, leveraging behavioral analytics and simplified user journeys.
However, the review also finds that these innovations are most successful when aligned with
regulatory support, such as India’s Aadhaar-linked banking framework or Pakistan’s biometric
integration into Raast. Earlier studies have tended to separate technological from institutional factors,
but this review finds that their synergy is crucial. Regulation enables interoperability, safeguards
consumer rights, and ensures risk mitigation, thereby fostering public trust in digital channels
(Shandilya et al.,, 2024). At the same time, innovation enables scalability and personalization,
addressing gaps in conventional banking models. The review’s synthesis suggests that neither policy
nor technology alone can ensure inclusive digitization. Instead, co-evolution between regulators and
innovators is necessary to bridge service gaps and sustain adoption among vulnerable populations.
This review contributes to the growing literature on digital financial transformation by providing a
region-specific synthesis of user engagement and financial product adoption in the context of South
Asia. While prior global reviews have often prioritized high-income or East Asian economies, this
review fills a crucial gap by foregrounding local dynamics, regulatory environments, and behavioral
challenges in South Asia. It affirms prior theoretical models such as the Technology Acceptance Model
(Khan et al., 2025), Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology, while also extending them
through region-specific evidence on infrastructure quality, cultural norms, and policy frameworks.
Additionally, it integrates fragmented insights across customer experience, engagement, literacy, and
inclusion into a cohesive analytical framework (Khan et al., 2025). This broad-based synthesis offers a
platform for future empirical research to focus on intersectional inclusion metrics, design-based
interventions, and long-term behavioral impact of digital financial tools. It also underscores the need
for more longitudinal and comparative studies that track user journeys across demographic segments
and national boundaries. In doing so, the review not only consolidates current knowledge but also
shapes a research agenda aimed at achieving equity in the digital financial ecosystem.

Conclusion

This systematic review reveals that digitization has significantly reshaped retail banking in South Asia
by expanding access, enhancing customer engagement, and facilitating the adoption of diverse
financial products. The integration of mobile technology, biometric identification systems, and real-
time payment platforms has created a robust digital infrastructure that enables low-cost, scalable, and
inclusive financial services. The findings demonstrate that while digital banking has led to notable
gains in financial inclusion, especially through mobile accounts, micro-savings, and credit tools, these
advances are not uniformly distributed across demographic or geographic segments. User engagement,
driven by interface design, personalization, and behavioral nudges, emerged as a critical determinant
of product uptake and platform loyalty. However, socio-cultural and demographic barriers such as low
digital literacy, gender inequality, and regional infrastructure gaps continue to limit the full realization
of digital inclusion. Furthermore, the review highlights that regulatory support and fintech innovation
must operate synergistically to sustain trust, interoperability, and long-term adoption. While earlier
studies primarily emphasized access, this review underscores the importance of measuring actual
usage, satisfaction, and engagement as indicators of financial empowerment. By synthesizing evidence
across 84 high-quality studies, this review contributes a comprehensive understanding of the digital
banking landscape in South Asia, offering a nuanced view of both its transformative potential and
persistent limitations.
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