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Terms of references for consultancy 

 

Policy approaches to harness digital for financial inclusion in Asia and the Pacific 

(deadline for application: 20 September 2021) 

1. Objective 

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) is implementing a 

project on science, technology and innovation (STI) for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). As part of the implementation of the project, ESCAP is seeking a consultant1 to carry out a study 

on government policy interventions for harnessing digital for financial inclusion in Asia and the Pacific.  

A consultancy budget of up to USD 15,000 is available for the study. Research proposals will be assessed 

based on value for money and appropriate budgeting standards based on the research objectives.  

 

2. Background 

In Asia and the Pacific, people at the base of the economic pyramid (BoEP) and women have often been 

excluded from accessing financial services. While digitization of financial service - or digital finance - 

cannot solve all underlying causes of financial exclusion, access to digital financial service can be a 

powerful enabler for financial inclusion of the BoEP and women.  

Indeed, digital financial inclusion can be a game changer for unserved and under-served low-income 

households. With the prospect of reaching new (non-traditional) customers, banks and nonbanks have 

begun to offer digital financial services for financially excluded and underserved populations. As a result, 

many poor customers are moving from exclusively cash-based transactions to formal financial services. 

However, the use of digital financial services by formerly excluded customers brings not only benefits but 

also risks, due in part to the characteristics of a typical poor customer (e.g., inexperienced with formal 

financial services and unfamiliar with consumer rights). 

This Guidebook aims to support policymakers in Asia and the Pacific to make, review or reform policies 

on harnessing digital solution for financial inclusion in Asia and the Pacific. It takes stock on previous 

policies implemented in Asia and the Pacific, assesses their effectiveness and lessons learnt and proposes 

key policy recommendations. It is important to note that this Guidebook will build on – by providing case 

 
1 The candidate(s) to do the study can be a think tank, a group of experts, academia or private sector. Kindly note, 
if you are a government official, you cannot apply for this project. Please consult with ESCAP project team if you 
have any questions on eligibility. 
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studies and contextualizing the discussion in Asia-Pacific region – the previous work as follows. 

Furthermore, the previous work below often reviews what “should” be done, this Guidebook should more 

emphasizes “how” it can be done.  

• Leveraging Digital Finance for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment2 

• G20 High-Level Policy Guidelines on Digital Financial Inclusion for Youth, Women and SMEs3 

• Digital Financial Inclusion: Implications for Customers, Regulators, Supervisors, and Standard-

Setting Bodies4 

• People's Money: Harnessing Digitalization to Finance a Sustainable Future5 

 

3. Expected structure of the guidebook 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1  A brief discussion of the concept of digital financial inclusion. 

1.2 Why policy makers should care about it 1) it’s quickly growing, 2) opportunities, 3) challenges and 

risks.  

1.3 Setting the scene: the objective of this Guidebook and the target audience. 

 

Chapter 2: Digital financial inclusion for the poor 

This chapter should focus on policy measures that have by implemented by governments in the Asia-

Pacific region to support more digital financial inclusion for the poor and those at the base of the economic 

pyramid (BoEP) (links to SDG1 on poverty reduction). 

The Chapter should:  

1. Propose a policy framework to frame approaches that governments could take to drive greater digital 

financial inclusion of the poor and BoEP. 

2. Provide case studies of policy measures that have been implemented – aligned to this framework – 

providing a description of the policy measures, successes and lessons learnt. 

 

Research questions 

• What are the key constraints for the poor and BoEP engaging in digital finance? 

 
2 https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/09/discussion-paper-leveraging-digital-finance-
for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment 
 
3 https://www.unsgsa.org/sites/default/files/resources-files/2021-02/G20%20digi%20fin%20youth.pdf 
 
4 https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/Brief-Digital-Financial-Inclusion-Feb-2015.pdf 
 
5 https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/DF-Task-Force-Full-Report-Aug-2020-1.pdf 
 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/09/discussion-paper-leveraging-digital-finance-for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/09/discussion-paper-leveraging-digital-finance-for-gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment
https://www.unsgsa.org/sites/default/files/resources-files/2021-02/G20%20digi%20fin%20youth.pdf
https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/Brief-Digital-Financial-Inclusion-Feb-2015.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-08/DF-Task-Force-Full-Report-Aug-2020-1.pdf
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• What policy measures have been implemented to drive greater digital financial inclusion of the poor 

and BoEP to support poverty reduction in Asia and the Pacific? What are the successes and lessons 

learnt from these policies? 

• What should the policy response and recommendations be to drive greater digital financial inclusion 

of the poor and BoEP? In this connection, what should government and other stakeholders such as 

development partners do to contribute to digital financial inclusion?  

• Are there any policy challenges/agendas that require more research and exploration?  

 

Possible policy recommendations 

(note: the consultant needs to review the relevance of the following policy recommendations, and add or 

remove some recommendations) 

• Policy Interventions that can create and boost demand for digital finance services 

a. Improving awareness and understanding of the poor on digital finance 

b. Meeting (unique) financial needs of the poor 

c. Using targeted incentives so that they not only target increase in access but also increase in 

utilization of services 

• Policy Interventions that can improve the supply of digital finance services 

a. Developing value propositions for the poor in financial service products or the process6 

b. Adopting enabling environment regulations 7 

c. Promoting competition between banks and non-banks in providing service. 

d. Supporting coordination of strategic efforts across stakeholders and encourage cooperation8 

 

 
6 In Indonesia, innovative tools have not gained a lasting foothold as shown by the 69 per cent dormancy rate for 
mobile money. BTPN, an Indonesian bank, tried to reverse this trend, aiming specifically at low-income customers. 
Turning its back on the traditional one-size-fits-all approach, BTPN employed a human-centred design process that 
involved low-income customers and agents in every step of product development, from initial design through 
prototyping. The result is BTPN Wow!, a no-fee savings account accessed by the simplest cell phone with only a 
single bar of signal — all crucial requirements for its customers. In its first two years, active usage is 38 per cent, 
well ahead of the regional average of 19 per cent for mobile money accounts. Wow! has gained 1.5 million low-
income clients with equal numbers of women and men, and around 70 per cent live in rural areas. 
7 The digital financial services regulatory environment is uncertain in many countries, with government agencies 
often lagging behind technological and fintech organizations. Many of these organizations have adopted a “beg for 
forgiveness” rather than “asking for permission” mentality and do business under a cloud of regulatory 
uncertainty. A number of regulators in advanced, emerging and developing economies have responded to such 
challenges by innovating on their own. These innovative regulatory initiatives include innovation offices, regulatory 
sandboxes and RegTech for regulators. 
8 Advancing digital financial inclusion is more effective from a diverse range of stakeholders are coordinated, such 
as government agencies, financial regulatory authorities, financial services providers, Fintech companies, as well as 
the poor or women themselves. 
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Chapter 3: Digital financial inclusion for women 

This chapter should focus on policy measures that have by implemented by governments in the Asia-

Pacific region to support more digital financial inclusion for women (links to SDG5 on gender equality). 

The Chapter should:  

1. Propose a policy framework to frame approaches that governments could take to drive greater digital 

financial inclusion of women. 

2. Provide case studies of policy measures that have been implemented – aligned to this framework – 

providing a description of the policy measures, successes and lessons learnt. 

 

Research questions 

• What are the key constraints for women engaging in digital finance? 

• What policy measures have been implemented to drive greater digital financial inclusion of women? 

What are the successes and lessons learnt from these policies? 

• What should the policy response and recommendations be to drive greater digital financial inclusion 

of women? In this connection, what should government and other stakeholders such as development 

partners do to contribute to digital financial inclusion?  

• Are there any policy challenges/agendas that require more research and exploration?  

 

Possible policy recommendations 

(note: the consultant needs to review the relevance of the following policy recommendations, and add or 

remove some recommendations) 

• Policy Interventions that can create and boost demand for digital finance services 

a. Improving awareness and understanding of women on digital finance 

b. Meeting (unique) financial needs of women 

c. Using targeted incentives so that they not only target increase in access but also increase in 

utilization of services 

• Policy Interventions that can improve the supply of digital finance services 

a. Developing value propositions for women 

b. Adopting enabling environment regulations  

c. Promoting competition between banks and non-banks in providing service. 

d. Supporting coordination of strategic efforts across stakeholders and encourage cooperation. 

 

Chapter 4. Building the foundation of digital financial inclusion in the least developed countries 

This Chapter should:  
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1. make the point that countries in Asia-Pacific are at different stages of economic development. 

Accordingly, digital financial inclusion in different countries face different opportunities and 

challenges.  

2. mainly focus on discussion on digital financial inclusion in the least developed countries in Asia and 

the Pacific and elaborates what foundations should be laid in the least developed countries which are 

often at the start of this journey.  

 

3.2 Data and research methodology 

Analysis must be robust and evidence-based. While it is envisaged that key analysis will be based on 

secondary data (such as published reports and official documents), whenever possible and necessary, 

questionnaire surveys and/or interviews of key relevant stakeholders may need to be arranged to gather 

further information and feedback (e.g. on preliminary findings, conclusions or recommendations). The 

selected consultant is requested to attend the expert group meeting(s) and other relevant meetings under 

the project. 

 

3.3 Expected length  

Quality matters the most, therefore, it is not the intention of the ESCAP project team to be too prescriptive 

about the length of the report. Nevertheless, the final report may be between 10,000 -15,000 words, 

excluding tables, figures, references and appendices. 

 

3.4 Drafting and revisions 

The consultant(s) must use her/his own language in drafting the report. Citation must be clearly indicated. 

Plagiarism is strictly forbidden. Recycling what is already known without new value-added in-depth 

analysis is not acceptable. Based on previous experience, it is expected the report would undergo several 

rounds of peer reviews, and the selected consultant(s) should be ready to address feedback in a timely 

manner. 

The work of the consultant will be supervised by the ESCAP project staff.   

 

4. Research implementation timeline and monitoring 

Tentatively, the research will be completed by the end of December 2021. It is important to note that the 

consultant may still need to revise the input and attend relevant meetings, virtually or physically, beyond 

the time period specified here. 

ESCAP expects to be engaged throughout the research process with mutually agreed dates to check-in, 

discuss progress and provide support as required. Given the short time to complete the research, ESCAP 

will monitor progress and request information/updates periodically.  
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The grantee is required to undertake ethical research practices. The grantee will be required to share data 

collected through the initiative, within the scope of privacy requirements (anonymization of data if 

required) and ethical standards.   

 

5. Application process and inquiry 

Applications can be made by a research consultant or a team of research consultants in the case that an 

applicant makes a study proposal with other applicants to maximize synergies. However, only a lead 

researcher should submit the proposal on behalf of the team in this case. Kindly note, government 

officials are not eligible for this task. 

Applicants are invited to fill in a form (see Annex 1) to submit study proposals before the deadline 

specified below to wangt@un.org with copy to ngernlim.unescap@un.org, and include in the subject line: 

“Policy approaches to harness digital for financial inclusion in Asia and the Pacific”. Each applicant is 

requested to write no more than 1,000 words to describe the proposed approach, scope of research and 

proposed budget/fee. Please also submit CV(s) of the applicant(s) and samples of past publications. 

Only the selected candidate(s) would be contacted, tentatively by 27 September 2021. A contract 

between the consultant and ESCAP will be signed in line with relevant rules and regulations of the United 

Nations. 

Deadline: The deadline for application is 20 September 2021.  

Inquiry: For any informal inquiries, please contact Mr. Tengfei Wang, Economic Affairs Officer, UNESCAP, 

email: wangt@un.org and with copy to ngernlim.unescap@un.org before the deadline for application.  

 

6. About United Nations ESCAP and ARTNET on STI 

The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) serves as the United Nations’ 

regional hub promoting cooperation among countries to achieve inclusive and sustainable development. 

Information on ESCAP is available from www.unescap.org. 

This initiative is supported by the Asia-Pacific Research and Training Network on STI Policy (ARTNET on STI 

Policy). ARTNET on STI Policy is a knowledge platform on STI policies for inclusive and sustainable 

development. By means of research, information dissemination and capacity building, its  aim is to provide 

guidance on STI policies to researchers and policymakers in the Asia-Pacific region. Information on ARTNET 

on STI Policy is available from https://artnet.unescap.org/sti.    

  

mailto:wangt@un.org
mailto:ngernlim.unescap@un.org
mailto:wangt@un.org
mailto:ngernlim.unescap@un.org
http://www.unescap.org/
https://artnet.unescap.org/sti
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Annex 1. Proposal on how to prepare the Guidebook on policy approaches to harness digital for 

financial inclusion in Asia and the Pacific 

Please fill in this form and send it wangt@un.org with copy to ngernlim.unescap@un.org. please send 

your CV as well. 

Name of the applicant  

Nationality  

Research methodology: 
(in this section, the applicant needs to elaborate the plan on how to draft this Guidebook. You should 
write less than 1,000 words here) 
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Key publications written by the applicant relevant to this Guidebook 
(in this section, the applicant needs to list the relevant publication she/he prepared earlier relevant to 
the topic) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Any other matters 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


