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Qualitative fieldwork with vulnerable populations generates a consent problem that institutional ethics frameworks cannot resolve. 
Structural power asymmetries may constrain a participant’s freedom to decline regardless of procedural compliance. Drawing on 
ethics in practice, relational autonomy, and structural coercion, this article argues that structurally assigned positionality, determined 
by political and legal hierarchies rather than personal biography, can systematically hollow out the voluntariness of consent. This 
claim is substantiated through field research with Syrian refugees in Türkiye. In response, the article introduces mediated consent: a 
procedure in which a trusted community peer, holding no known authority over potential participants, conveys the consent request in 
the researcher’s absence, making refusal a genuinely viable option. Despite limitations regarding intermediary selection and sampling 
transparency, the study contributes a reflexively documented, field-derived procedure to an area where diagnosis has long outpaced 
remedy and argues for a post-research imperative of transparent ethical accountability.
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Introduction

In recent years, research ethics and transparency have increasingly gained prominence within 
-

gard, particularly when investigations are conducted with or among vulnerable populations. 

institutional review boards before entering the field, a growing body of scholarship demonst-

-
cally rely on rigid and bureaucratic requirements that are not always equipped to anticipate 
the fluid, unpredictable ethical moments arising during face-to-face encounters in complex 

guarantee the substantive protection of participants or fully address the power asymmetries 

consequential in qualitative field research, where the relational nature of data collection places 
researchers and participants in direct and often unequal human encounters.

Within the broader spectrum of qualitative field research, the qualitative interview ser-
ves as a foundational method for identifying causal mechanisms and generating rich primary 

-
dology, this article narrows its scope to interviewing within the context of vulnerable and 

treated as a mere neutral procedure for information extraction. It operates as an interactive 
and relational encounter where meaning is actively co-constructed between the researcher and 

limited guidance for the volatile realities of these encounters, researchers must employ rigo-

-

of addressing positionality in its traditional biographical sense, this study narrows its focus to 
structural positionality. This dimension examines how macro-level institutional and political 
hierarchies automatically assign dominant roles to researchers regardless of their personal 

positionality directly impacts the dynamics of voluntary consent, as deep political asymmet-
ries can silently compel participation and compromise the relational autonomy of vulnerable 

this study addresses a central research question: how can informed consent be made genuinely 
voluntary when the researcher’s structurally assigned positionality constrains a participant’s 
practical freedom to decline?
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This central question is illuminated through the practical experiences and methodologi-
cal insights gained during qualitative fieldwork involving forty-one interviews conducted with 

anti-Syrian sentiment in Türkiye had reached a pronounced intensity, creating a highly fraught 
sociopolitical atmosphere that significantly exacerbated the situational vulnerability of the 
displaced population. During the initial stages of direct recruitment, the researcher developed 
a distinct impression that several potential participants were hesitant to take part but did not 
feel entirely free to decline. This observation did not rest on explicit verbal refusals, since the 
individuals formally stated their assent, but emerged instead from the subtle meta-data of the 

-

as an obligation difficult to refuse, a dynamic rooted in what the literature identifies as social 
-

od through the lens of relational autonomy, individual willingness to participate is not a static 
cognitive capacity but a socially embedded competence that is systematically undermined by 

direct consent requests under these highly unequal conditions could not guarantee a genuinely 
unconstrained choice, the researcher determined that a different approach to recruitment and 
consent was required.

To restore the practical availability of refusal, this article introduces a procedural mo-
dification conceptualised as mediated consent. This mechanism operates by routing the initial 
research invitation through a trusted local peer who shares the social identity of the refugee 

-
reby removing the intimidating presence of host country authority. This separation allows po-
tential participants to evaluate the request in a safe space and exercise a real choice to decline. 
Equally important, the procedure is designed so that a potential participant’s refusal cannot 
be traced back to the researcher, ensuring that the social cost attached to declining is removed 
alongside the physical presence that produced it. While this approach builds an ethical buffer, 
it simultaneously introduces specific methodological challenges, such as the risk of sample 
bias, the risk of peer gatekeeping, and the possibility of secondary social pressure within re-
fugee networks. This study approached these limitations not as obstacles to be mechanically 
eliminated, but as inherent features of the field that required continuous reflexive negotiation. 
Rather than relying on a single gatekeeper, the recruitment process was diversified across mul-

relied upon were same-community peers who held no formal position in relation to the study 
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a feasible pathway for navigating the limitations of standard institutional ethics frameworks. 
Rather than proposing this as a definitive or exhaustive solution, this work offers a practical 
framework to reconcile field ethics with the relational demands of autonomy in precarious 
research environments. The article proceeds as follows: it first establishes the theoretical foun-
dations of mediated consent, then analyses the practical challenges encountered in the field, 
and concludes with a discussion of the implications for ethical standards in field research with 
vulnerable populations.

Conceptual Framework

Qualitative field research generates knowledge that other methods cannot easily produce. 
Where surveys map the distribution of attitudes and quantitative designs trace relationships 
among variables, qualitative inquiry attends to meaning, process, and context, examining how 

the qualitative interview has become one of the most widely applied tools of field research, 
particularly in settings of conflict, displacement, and political violence, where conventional 

lies in its relational character: the interview is best understood not as a neutral procedure for 
extracting information but as a social encounter in which knowledge is co-constructed, with 

-

ethically demanding terrain, since its interpretive depth is obtained through a direct human 
relationship, and in conflict and displacement research that relationship is most often formed 
with participants who occupy precarious social, legal, or economic positions.

These strengths make qualitative interviewing ethically demanding, though not in a 
single way. Interviewing elites, officials, or experts carries its own demands around attribution 
and access, and there the balance of power may run toward the participant. The ethical ques-
tions this article addresses belong to a different and recurrent configuration, the one in which 
participants occupy precarious positions, and the concept that conditions it most directly is 

presumed more likely than others to be misled, mistreated, or taken advantage of as research 
participants, and therefore as warranting protections beyond those owed to all participants 

prisoners, on the grounds that exposure to trauma, displacement, and economic precarity 

been criticised on grounds that matter for the argument here. Treating vulnerability as an in-
herent property of a population implies that every member shares a fixed susceptibility, which 
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forecloses examination of what actually renders particular individuals vulnerable and under 

uniformly vulnerable casts its members as passive recipients of harm, denying their agency and 
-

cise account that has emerged distinguishes the inherent vulnerability common to all persons 
from situational vulnerability, which is context-specific and caused or exacerbated by the so-

understood is relational and situational, not a stable attribute a participant carries unchanged 
into every interaction but a condition produced, in varying intensity, by the configuration in 
which the encounter takes place. This carries a direct methodological consequence: if vulne-
rability is constituted in the encounter rather than fixed in the participant, the conduct of the 
researcher within that encounter is itself an ethical variable rather than a neutral background 

the community, control already rests on the researcher’s side of the relationship, and the in-
terview format accentuates this asymmetry by granting the researcher authority over which 

-
hod that depends on a relationship with susceptible participants therefore cannot be practised 
responsibly without a disciplined account of the person conducting it, and that account is the 
work of reflexivity.

Reflexivity is the self-reflective stance through which a researcher gains awareness of 

established methodological sense it is the continuous monitoring of how the researcher’s own 
characteristics, beliefs, and experiences shape data collection, analysis, and the conclusions 

on self, process, and representation that examines the power relations running through the 

-
ctice: to be reflexive is to place oneself and one’s practices under scrutiny and to acknowledge 
the ethical dilemmas that run through the research process, which makes it the first ethical im-

is a broad demand, and a single article cannot address every dimension of the self that bears on 
inquiry. The discussion therefore narrows to the dimension most consequential for the ethics 
of fieldwork with vulnerable participants, namely the researcher’s position in relation to those 

positionality that the argument will reach its ethical destination, the voluntariness of consent.
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Positionality

most directly governs the research encounter. Positionality can be defined as the practice of 

These positions are best understood as a configuration of social locations, including class, 

the method: the researcher’s social position conditions the researcher-participant relationship 
-

archers working from an identical design with the same participants may generate different 

This is not a flaw to be corrected but a condition of inquiry, since all knowledge is produced 
from a particular and embodied location rather than from a detached vantage point that sees 

The literature has long organised these effects through the distinction between insider 
and outsider positions, the insider sharing identity or experience in ways that ease access and 
disclosure, the outsider bringing a distance that sharpens perception but risks conceptual blind 

since insider proximity invites the assumption of similarity while outsider distance can limit 

-

as discrete, recognising that most researchers occupy a space between, in which insider and 

-
sitional position held by the researcher who moves between the two over the course of a study 

co-constructed, assigned and reassigned through interaction as participants perceive and cate-

Whatever its framing, this body of work examines positionality primarily for what it 
does to the knowledge the interview produces, that is, for its effect on access, rapport, and data 

in response, reflexive logs, peer consultation, and repeated review of analysed material, are 
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correspondingly oriented toward protecting data quality against the effects of position. The 
dimension it characterises is, moreover, biographical, accumulated through the researcher’s 

-
her’s position may be determined not by individual biography but by the political and legal 
structure within which the research takes place. Even a researcher who shares nationality, 
ethnicity, and gender with participants is placed in a relation of hierarchy by class and educa-
tional privilege, and the deference this produces is structural and socially assigned rather than 

political polarisation, not the researcher’s self-presentation, determines how the researcher is 

a researcher belongs to a national or ethnic group standing in a relationship of legal and social 
hierarchy over the group being studied, that researcher occupies a dominant position regard-
less of personal background, intention, or conduct. This is a structurally assigned position: not 
chosen, not accumulated through experience, and not fully available to renegotiation through 
reflexive practice, because it is imposed by conditions external to the encounter and prior to 
it. Prominent scholarship recognises that institutional ethics frameworks cannot by themselves 

has been more successful in diagnosing this problem than in generating concrete procedural 
responses to it. Tracing that diagnosis to its implications for the ethics of consent, and propo-
sing one such response, is the task to which the discussion now turns.

Ethics, Positionality, and the Voluntariness of Consent

If a researcher’s position can be structurally assigned, and if that position is not fully answe-
rable to reflexive practice, then positionality ceases to be only a question of data quality and 
becomes a question of research ethics. The most widely used framework for thinking about 
this distinction separates procedural ethics from ethics in practice. Procedural ethics refers to 
the formal process of obtaining approval from an institutional review board before research 
begins. Ethics in practice refers to the everyday, situational, and unanticipated issues that arise 

claim of this framework is that the first cannot deliver the second: institutional clearance cer-
tifies compliance with a protocol, but it cannot anticipate what happens in the actual conduct 

moment, a point in the encounter where the approach taken carries real ethical consequences 
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-
tiated and renegotiated in the field, since the power relations running through fieldwork are 

response the literature converges on is reflexivity recast as an ethical practice, supported by 
self-awareness and a continuous ethical mindfulness exercised throughout the research relati-

conditions of the specific field, calibrated to its constraints while the duty to protect parti-

become an instrument of distortion, since where the relationship is unequal the request can 

Informed consent is the procedural heart of research ethics, and its moral force rests on 
a single condition, that participation is voluntary. Voluntariness presupposes autonomy, the 
capacity to make a self-governed decision free of controlling interference (Townsend et al., 

difficulty is that a participant may agree while wishing to decline, and a researcher unfamiliar 
-

chanism that produces this unfree assent is power asymmetry. The relationship within which 
consent is sought is rarely one between equals, and the social distance between researcher 
and participant, marked by differences of education, economic standing, and institutional 

locates coercion narrowly, within the encounter and in the form of overt pressure, treating 

broader social, economic, and political context can compel a person toward participation 
-

ditions hold, the standard model presupposes a voluntariness it cannot secure, and the power 
disparity between researcher and participant calls into question the very fiction of informed 

misunderstanding the form but of the conditions under which it is signed, since a participant 
positioned below a more powerful interlocutor may agree out of a sense of duty or obligation, 

-

The forced migration literature has documented this directly. Refugees approached by 
researchers may agree to almost any request in the hope of assistance, a pattern termed the des-
peration effect, which locates the problem in the structural relationship rather than in the par-
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legal, and political context of their presence makes the exercise of that capacity practically 

account of vulnerability is required. The vulnerability at issue is at once situational, caused by 
the social and political position of those concerned, and dispositional, a standing susceptibility 

-

constituted capacity, acquired and exercised within relationships and structures of power, and 
for that reason it can be enabled or eroded by the social conditions in which a person is placed 

-
ture, abstaining from overt pressure is not sufficient to discharge an ethical obligation. The 
researcher carries both a negative duty not to exploit a participant’s constrained autonomy 
and a positive duty to design the encounter so that genuine refusal remains a practical option 

-
rees because the structural conditions of their presence make refusal practically costly has not 
exercised autonomy in any sense the consent model can certify: the agreement is formally valid 
and substantively constrained at once, and it is this gap that a relational account of autonomy 

Two consequences follow. The consent problem cannot be resolved at the procedural 
-

sent has to be understood as an ongoing and renegotiated relationship rather than a single 

inadequacy is documented at the level of the guidelines themselves: a systematic review of 
fourteen national and international frameworks found that almost none offer substantive pro-
cedural guidance for refugee research and that they define vulnerability largely in terms of di-
minished cognitive capacity, missing its structural and relational dimensions (Davidson et al., 

research carries a dual imperative, owing both methodological rigour and a genuine accounta-

better understood as an iterative process that incorporates what fieldwork teaches rather than 
-

loped across this literature is, by now, well established. That structural power asymmetry can 
hollow out the voluntariness of consent, that procedural clearance cannot reach the conditions 
under which agreement is given, and that a researcher’s position shapes whether a participant 
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is the response. Remedies cannot be specified once and for all, because each field generates 
its own structural configuration and its own ethical dilemmas, which general frameworks can 

on reflected, documented accounts of how the problem was met in particular settings, and it is 
to that body of applied reflection that this article seeks to contribute. It asks, in procedural ter-
ms, how informed consent can be made genuinely voluntary when the researcher’s structurally 
assigned positionality constrains a participant’s freedom to decline. The article approaches this 
question by reflecting on the researcher’s own field research with Syrian refugees in Türkiye 
and on the consent procedure developed during that research.

Structurally Assigned Positionality in the Field: Research with Syrian 
Refugees in Türkiye

qualitative interviews on ethnic identity and the Syrian civil war. The study was designed to 
examine ethnic identification under conditions of conflict rather than to examine consent, 
and the account given here is a reflection developed afterwards on a difficulty the original 
design had not been built to address. The research comprised interviews with forty-one par-

snowball sampling from four initial contacts and conducted in Turkish, with the person who 
had made the introduction translating where this was necessary. Interviews took place in ho-
mes, workplaces, and occasionally cafés, some with a single participant and others with two 
or three present at once. The two sites were reached through those initial contacts rather than 
selected to satisfy a comparative design. The timing was likewise not selected with the present 
consent question in mind, but coincided with a period of particularly intense public debate 
over the presence of Syrians in the country, a context in which the pressures examined below 
were especially salient. Recruitment ended when responses began to repeat rather than at a 
predetermined number. The claim is accordingly not one of representativeness across Syrian 
refugees in Türkiye, but of analytical relevance to comparable structural relations between 

-
views between a male researcher and Sunni Syrian women outside what was culturally approp-
riate, a constraint that is itself an instance of positionality in the conventional, biographical 
sense. They ranged in age from twenty-two to sixty-one and spanned a wide social range, from 
a former rebel commander to fighters, merchants, labourers, students, teachers, university 
lecturers, and school principals, and included both supporters and opponents of the uprising, 
in several cases within a single family. In the conventional terms set out earlier, the researcher 
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occupied a mixed position, an outsider by nationality and legal status and a partial insider 
through a shared religious culture that allowed the interpretation of Qur’anic and other reli-
gious references participants drew on, which might have been less accessible to a researcher 
unfamiliar with that cultural repertoire.

That biographical account, however, does not capture the condition that mattered most 
-

cipants were refugees living under temporary protection, their legal residence, their access to 
work, and their security all conditioned by the policies of the government of the state of which 

earlier: a relationship of legal and political hierarchy, conferred by the political order rather 
than by the researcher’s biography or conduct, and not dissolved by reflexive awareness. That 
positionality can be imposed by the political environment rather than chosen has been shown 
in conflict research, most directly in the account of a researcher whose ethnic membership, in 
a polarised setting, structurally assigned him a position that placed his own fieldwork at risk 

-
cipants, and the consequence is borne not by the researcher’s safety but by the participants’ 
freedom to refuse. That hierarchy was not total, nor did it run in the same direction on every 

not: an experiential and context-specific understanding of displacement and war, and in this 
respect the encounter contained an epistemic asymmetry running toward the participant of 

the interview does not alter the legal and political conditions of one’s presence in the host 
country, and it is those conditions, rather than the distribution of knowledge, that matter for 
whether a research request can be freely declined. Nor was that structure static background. 
The fieldwork coincided with a period of intensifying public hostility toward Syrians in Tür-
kiye, a sustained debate across traditional and social media questioning whether refugees were 

participants were in all likelihood conscious of, reminded of in everyday life, and sensitive to 
at the moment a Turkish researcher approached them with a request. The participants were, 

protection they held a legal status that was conditional and revocable, and many had survived 
war, displacement, and loss, and faced economic precarity in the host country. Their vulnera-
bility was not a fixed attribute of the category “refugee” but a condition produced by this par-
ticular configuration of legal, economic, and political circumstances, and it was this already 
precarious standing that the consent encounter then entered. The ethics protocol was careful 
by the standards of the field. The researcher introduced himself, presented his student identi-
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were documented in notes rather than audio-recorded, and identifying background detail was 

contact details for later withdrawal. These measures address the recognised components of 
research ethics, anonymity, transparency, the right to withdraw, the avoidance of harm. What 
they do not address, and what the protocol assumed rather than secured, is the voluntariness 
of the initial agreement.

That assumption did not always hold. In the first attempts to arrange interviews, the 
researcher had the impression that some of those approached were reluctant to take part but 
did not feel able to decline. The impression rested not on what participants stated, since what 
they stated was assent, but on the meta-data of the encounter, the tone, the hesitation, the 
gestures and facial expressions that accompany speech and can carry as much as the words 
themselves, the contextual register the qualitative interview makes available to an attentive 

the agreement suggested a reluctance the words did not express, the situation the relational 
account of interviewing anticipates, in which a participant assents while wishing to decline 

were not fully free to refuse, given the protection afforded them in the host country, a percei-
-

tinually present. What constrained their agreement was not pressure from the researcher, who 
pressed no one and offered the standard assurances, but the broader political and economic 

research, which locates the difficulty in the participants’ situation rather than in any deficiency 

individualised account each participant’s agreement would count as valid, since each was in-

autonomy is exercised within social and political structures that can enable or constrain it, and 
a refugee who agrees because the structure of his situation makes refusal feel impractical has 

The agreement obtained in these early encounters was, in this precise sense, formally valid and 
substantively unfree at the same time.

A Procedural Response: Mediated Consent

The difficulty described above was recognised in the field, and the response to it was developed 
-
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not, under the structural conditions described, reliably produce a free answer, and that the 
procedure therefore had to be changed. The response was to route the consent request through 
an intermediary. It is set out here not as a general protocol but as one documented procedure, 
developed in one setting, offered for the reflection of researchers who encounter comparable 
conditions. What was done in the field was less articulated than the account that follows. The 
researcher stopped putting the request directly and asked the intermediaries to put it instead, 
and the three conditions set out below are a reconstruction, arrived at afterwards, of what that 
change involved and of the features on which its ethical rationale depended. The intermedia-
ries were not recruited for the purpose. They were the same individuals who, through snowball 
sampling, had connected the researcher to potential participants in the first place, and there 
were several of them, reached through different channels. What changed was the function as-
signed to that existing role. Rather than introducing the researcher and leaving consent to be 
settled face to face, the intermediary now carried the consent request itself, and did so under 
three conditions that together define the procedure. The first condition is the physical absence 
of the researcher at the moment consent is sought. Interviews with this population take place 
in the participant’s own domain, a home, a shop, a workplace, and in the cultural setting of the 

-
archer waiting at the door cannot easily decline, because refusal has already been foreclosed by 

possible, the researcher must not be present, not in the room and not visibly nearby, when the 
request is made. The intermediary approaches the potential participant alone.

The second condition concerns what the potential participant understands about the 

not be experienced as one that traces back to the researcher and whose refusal the researcher 
will receive. If the participant knows that a refusal will reach the Turkish researcher, then 
declining still means disappointing him, and the social cost that made direct refusal difficult 
is simply transferred intact to the mediated request. The intermediary conveys the invitation 
as their own, without signalling that the researcher is aware the question is being put at that 
moment. What is withheld here is narrow and specific. It is not the existence of the study, the 
identity of the researcher, the purpose of the interview, or any risk of participation, all of whi-
ch are conveyed fully and form the basis of any consent later given. What is withheld is only 
the social traceability of a refusal, so that a participant who does not wish to take part can 
decline without that refusal becoming a refusal delivered to the host-country researcher. The 

in order to decide, the existence of the study, the identity of the person conducting it, what 
participation involves, and any risks or burdens it may entail, is conveyed in full, and what 
is withheld does not bear on any of these matters. What is removed is a fact about the social 
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consequences of one answer rather than the other, and it is removed in the direction of making 
refusal easier rather than participation more likely.

The third condition is that the intermediary stands in a relation of rough equality with 
the potential participant. If the intermediary held seniority, authority, or some other advan-
tage, the procedure would not remove the coercive pressure on consent but merely relocate it, 
and the participant would feel unable to refuse the intermediary as he had felt unable to refuse 
the researcher. The intermediary must therefore be a social peer of those approached, so that a 
refusal carries no relational cost in that direction either. This condition is the most demanding 

-
hing that can be verified, and the researcher’s reliance on it is examined among the limitations 
below. These three conditions address the consent problem at the point the framework iden-
tified as decisive, the point before agreement forms. They do not alter the structural hierarchy 

encounter, by detaching a refusal from the researcher, and by ensuring the intermediary exerts 
no countervailing pressure, the procedure restores to the potential participant a real option of 
declining. In the terms of the framework, it works on the conditions of voluntariness rather 
than on the form of consent. It does not produce autonomy where structures constrain it, but 
it removes one specific structural obstacle, the foreclosure of refusal, so that the agreement of 

some of the invitations conveyed by the intermediaries were declined. Neither the number 
of invitations nor the number of refusals was recorded, since the study was not designed to 
evaluate a consent procedure and no such count was kept. That gap is also connected to the 
logic of the procedure rather than being only an omission in its documentation: refusal was 
deliberately made socially untraceable to the researcher, and individual refusals were therefore 
not documented as identifiable events. The observation is reported as what it is, a recollection 
from the field consistent with refusal having become a practically available option, and not as 
a measure of how frequently the procedure produced that outcome.

The procedure carries limitations its design attempted to address but cannot fully resol-

or some form of influence over potential participants does not remove the coercive pressure 
on consent but displaces it, and the voluntariness problem the procedure was designed to 

approached, held no formal position, and, to the researcher’s knowledge, possessed no unof-
ficial authority over them. They were not gatekeepers in the institutional sense, and they had 
no organisational stake in securing a positive response. The difficulty is that equality between 

outside, and the possibility that an intermediary’s social standing or personal relationship with 
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a potential participant introduced a pressure the researcher did not perceive cannot be exc-
luded. The second limitation concerns the sample. When consent is mediated, the researcher 
cannot fully see who was approached and who declined, so the intermediary’s own choices 
and relationships shape the pool of participants in ways that remain partially invisible. The 
concentration is greater than that description suggests, since the same individuals who conve-
yed the consent request had also opened access to the community in the first place and, where 
a participant’s Turkish was limited, translated the interview itself, so that recruitment, consent 
mediation, and, in some cases, linguistic mediation all ran through the same set of relations-
hips. This is a real methodological cost, but in conflict and displacement research some degree 
of sampling constraint is rarely avoidable: with millions of internal and external refugees 
dispersed across informal and precarious settings, a representative sample is in most cases an 

on sampling transparency in exchange for a stronger claim to genuine consent, on the grounds 
that the ethical obligation to participants takes precedence over sampling optimisation. The 
third limitation follows from scope. The procedure does not claim to be a universal solution, 
but in settings where a researcher’s structurally assigned positionality forecloses genuine re-
fusal, mediated consent of this kind offers one documented way of restoring it. The fourth is 

ethical practice it calls for rather than presenting a cleaned-up account, and that self-critical 
accounting is itself part of what mediated consent, properly understood, requires.

Conclusion

Qualitative fieldwork generates knowledge that other methods cannot produce, but it does so 
through a direct human relationship that carries material and ethical consequences for both 
parties. The researcher enters the field with institutional standing, professional incentives, and 
the protection of a home institution. The participant, particularly in conflict and displacement 
research, frequently occupies a precarious legal, economic, and social position that the resear-
ch encounter does not alter. This asymmetry is not incidental to the research process but stru-
ctural, and it is precisely this structural dimension that conventional ethical frameworks tend 
to leave unaddressed. If the researcher fails to exercise rigorous ethical oversight, the research 
process risks exacerbating the existing vulnerabilities of those it seeks to study. Navigating this 
ethical landscape requires more than a commitment to the “do no harm” principle, it demands 
an active and reflexive engagement with the structural power dynamics that define the resear-
cher–participant relationship.

through the researcher’s field research with Syrian refugees in Türkiye, conventional ethical 
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protocols are often insufficient to address the subtle structural pressures that can lead parti-
cipants to assent out of a perceived sense of obligation rather than free will. To address this, 
the study has proposed mediated consent as a procedural intervention designed to detach the 

the choice to participate remains a socially and practically viable option, this approach moves 
beyond the formalistic requirements of institutional review boards by reorienting the informed 
consent process toward a relational autonomy that prioritises the agency and well-being of the 
participant.

It is important to acknowledge that mediated consent does not offer a universal soluti-

of intermediaries and the limits of sampling transparency in precarious settings. Despite these 
limitations, this approach represents a reflexive response to a critical ethical problem by offe-
ring a practical strategy where conventional protocols are insufficient. While this procedure 
may be adapted to various research settings, it should not be treated as a comprehensive 

intend to launch an exhaustive critique of institutional frameworks, it remains evident that 
while institutional review processes provide a foundational requirement, they are rarely suffi-
cient on their own. Institutional clearance will likely continue to face inherent limitations be-
cause fieldwork is not a linear process that concludes upon approval but an iterative encounter 
with an inherent potential to generate new ethical dilemmas. Therefore, beyond the formal 
necessity of obtaining pre-research approval, this article argues that researchers working with 
vulnerable populations must embrace a post-research imperative: a transparent and reflexive 
commitment to documenting positionality and ethical navigation as a standard practice of 
accountability, extending from fieldwork through to the dissemination of findings.
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Abstract
This article examines how several ludic structures in Hollow Knight (Team Cherry, 2017) can be interpreted through distinct existential 
concepts. The analysis focuses on the relationship between mechanics, space, represented events, and their consequences rather than 
on empirically reported player experience. Four principal correspondences guide the discussion: the game›s opening disorientation is 
considered alongside Heideggerian thrownness; ability-gated revisitation alongside Kierkegaardian repetition; the death-and-recovery 
loop alongside Camusian persistence; and consequential quest outcomes alongside Sartrean choice and responsibility. Frankl›s account 
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cilik

“One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”
-Albert Camus

Introduction

Digital games communicate not only through represented stories but also through rules, spatial 
Hollow 

Knight is a particularly useful case because its ruined kingdom becomes intelligible through 
traversal. The player proceeds with incomplete knowledge, encounters restricted access, fails 
repeatedly, and gradually develops both competence and spatial understanding. Against this 
background, the article asks how selected ludic structures in Hollow Knight support readings 
informed by specific existential concepts.

Calling Hollow Knight an ‘existentialist game’ would obscure important differences 
among the thinkers discussed here. Heidegger’s account of being-in-the-world, Kierkegaard’s 
repetition, Camus’s absurd, Sartre’s situated freedom, and Frankl’s approach to meaning belong 
to distinct philosophical projects. The analysis therefore brings each concept into the discussion 
only where a particular feature of the game provides a plausible formal connection.

The argument centres on the spatial and temporal organisation of this Metroidvania: ar-
eas are only partly accessible, new abilities make return productive, cartographic and narrative 
knowledge accumulates unevenly, and progression combines designer-imposed limits with play-
er-directed exploration. Hollow Knight provides goals and rewards, but their wider significance 
often remains unclear until much later. The resulting experience is better described as incomplete 
orientation than as the absence of purpose.

This distinction also defines the scope of the claims that follow. Choosing one corri-
dor over another is ordinarily a matter of navigation, whereas a decision such as sparing the 
Nailsmith carries a narratively framed consequence. The article is concerned with such designed 

response among players, and conclusions about the Metroidvania genre are left for comparative 
research.

Differentiated Conceptual Framework

Games as Configured Possibility

Debates between ludology and narratology showed the limits of reducing games either to sto-

approaches mechanics, spatial organisation, fiction, and play context as related dimensions of 
analysis. Bogost’s (2007) procedural rhetoric draws attention to the expressive work of rule-gov-
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erned processes, while Nguyen (2020) treats games as an art of agency in which temporary goals 
and practical abilities may themselves acquire aesthetic significance. Together, these approaches 
make it possible to examine what a game asks the player to do without assuming that all players 
respond in the same way.

Games share with literature and cinema the interpretive activities of inference, memory, 
anticipation, and disagreement. Their additional feature is intervention within a designed field 
of possibilities, where actions may produce system-dependent consequences. The important dis-
tinction here is between interpretive activity and ludic agency, rather than between supposedly 
passive and active media.

Four Primary Concepts and One Secondary Lens

Heidegger’s thrownness (Geworfenheit) describes the condition of finding oneself already situat-
ed in circumstances one did not choose, while being-in-the-world concerns practical involvement 
in those circumstances (Heidegger, 2010). Hollow Knight’s opening becomes relevant to this ac-
count when its lack of orientation is considered together with the practical work through which 
the world gradually becomes navigable.

For Kierkegaard, repetition is more than recurrence: what returns is encountered through 

concrete ludic form, since a familiar location offers different possibilities after the player acquires 
new capacities. Camus’s absurd concerns another relation, the tension between a desire for intel-

loop is discussed in this light because effort resumes after failure without assurance of success.
Sartrean freedom is exercised within facticity rather than outside all limits; commitments 

This perspective is most useful for the game’s narratively consequential acts, including the 
Nailsmith’s decision and the pursuit of Dream No More. Frankl’s account of meaning (Frankl, 

Game structure Primary concept Analytical boundary

orientation the-world
Not every tutorial omission counts; the sequ-
ence must organise situated orientation.

Ability-gated return to a known region Kierkegaard: repetition
merely repeat traversal.

Death, Shade recovery, renewed at-
tempt

Camus: persistence amid the absurd
No claim that players feel absurdity; the loop 
stages persistence.

Consequential quest or ending com-
mitment

Sartre: situated choice and respon-
sibility

-
luded.

Character crisis and redirected purpose
Frankl: meaning orientation (se-
condary)

Textual interpretation only; no clinical di-
agnosis.
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and subsequent redirection of purpose.

Method

Case Design and Corpus

The study adopts a qualitative single-case design informed by philosophical hermeneutics and 
Hollow Knight was selected be-

cause its interconnected world, ability-gated progression, environmental narrative, and multiple 
endings place space, action, and interpretation in unusually close relation. The unit of analysis is 
the configured relationship among a rule, a location, a represented event, the action required of 
the player, and the consequence that follows.

The corpus comprises the sequences used directly in the analysis: King’s Pass, Dirtmouth, 
and the Forgotten Crossroads; map acquisition and navigation; the Mothwing Cloak and Man-
tis Claw gates; death, Shade, Geo, and recovery rules; the City of Tears; the Dream No More 
route; and the arcs of Quirrel, the Nailsmith and Sheo, Myla, Tiso, and Zote. Dream No More 
is considered as one possible ending rather than the sole authoritative conclusion. Areas, quests, 
bosses, and endings that do not contribute to the argument fall outside the corpus.

The evidence consists of author-captured screenshots and named sequences that can be 
inspected in the game. A session-level play log was not kept, so platform, build number, total 
duration, session count, and a complete record of endings are unavailable. This prevents exact 
replication of the original play sessions, but the claims made here can still be checked against 
identifiable rules, locations, events, and consequences. Hollow Knight remains the primary text; 
the interview with Team Cherry (Nintendo Australia, 2021) supplies contextual information 
about design intentions where relevant.

Interpretive Procedure

The surviving research record does not include contemporaneous formal coding, and the study 
consequently presents its procedure as interpretive comparison rather than retrospective themat-
ic coding. The analytical categories were derived from the differentiated conceptual framework 
and then applied to the selected gameplay material. An analytical matrix makes the compari-
son visible by relating five conceptual categories - thrownness and orientation, transformative 
repetition, absurd persistence, situated choice and responsibility, and meaning orientation - to 
concrete features such as incomplete mapping, ability gates, revisitation, recovery after failure, 
optional consequences, fragmented lore, and crises of purpose. The matrix records the examples 
and limits used in the analysis.

Each example was approached in four stages. First, the relevant event or rule was de-
scribed in ordinary game terms: what information was available, what action was possible or 
required, and what changed afterward. The second stage considered the relationship among 
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mechanic, space, fiction, and consequence. The third compared that relationship with the philo-
sophical concepts defined above. Finally, the interpretation was set beside a conventional design 
account. Backtracking, for example, controls pacing and distributes rewards; Shade recovery 
manages risk and resources; route choice often remains simple navigation. The philosophical 
reading is retained where it explains a further relation without displacing these functions.

Four considerations guided the comparison: the presence of a named textual or ludic 
anchor; a connection grounded in form rather than atmosphere alone; consistency with the 
relevant philosophical concept; and a claim proportionate to the available evidence. Statements 
about emotion, identification, or player attitude were avoided because the study includes no 
interviews, surveys, telemetry, or experiments.

Scope and Limitations

Hermeneutic interpretation cannot offer statistical reproducibility. Here, transparency depends 
on a delimited corpus, clearly defined concepts, named textual anchors, and attention to alter-
native readings. The study neither reconstructs designer intention beyond the cited interview nor 

transferability: the proposed relationships can be compared with other games and challenged 
through further research.

Analysis

Incomplete Orientation and Thrownness

After the descent through King’s Pass, the Knight reaches Dirtmouth and the Forgotten Cross-
roads without a complete map or a full account of Hallownest’s crisis (Team Cherry, 2017). The 
game nevertheless provides local objectives, enemies, resources, signs, and routes. The condition 
is therefore not goal-absence but situated incompleteness. Cornifer’s audible humming, pur-
chasable maps, benches, and the player’s own annotations gradually convert an initially opaque 
environment into a practicable world.

The sequence is open to a Heideggerian reading because disorientation is inseparable 
from practical involvement. King’s Pass introduces movement, attack, risk, healing, and spatial 
attention through action, and this learning becomes the means by which the player gains a foot-
hold in unfamiliar conditions. Hallownest is not first presented as an object to be understood 
from a distance; it takes shape through movement, failure, mapping, exchange, rest, and return. 

source of spatial knowledge. At the same time, minimal guidance is a familiar convention of 
exploration games. Thrownness names a formal analogy within the sequence, not a complete 
identification between the Knight’s situation and Heidegger’s Dasein.
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Ability-Gated Revisitation as Transformative Repetition

Metroidvania progression repeatedly sends the player back to recognisable spaces with altered 
capacities. The Mothwing Cloak changes horizontal reach; the Mantis Claw turns previously 
decorative or obstructive walls into routes; shortcuts and Stag Stations reconfigure travel time 
(Team Cherry, 2017; Bycer, 2017). The same location persists, but its field of possible action 

shorten, and narrative fragments acquire context.
Kierkegaard’s repetition helps describe this return because it directs attention to the dif-

ference created within something familiar. A region does not simply recur: accumulated com-
petence changes what can be done there, and later knowledge may also change what the place 
signifies. Ability gates still perform familiar design work by pacing content, rewarding mastery, 
and coordinating progression. The philosophical connection becomes useful at the point where 
return also reorganises the player’s understanding of an earlier encounter.

-

another route, while revisiting it with new knowledge of Hallownest may alter its narrative 

Figure 1

Thrownness and Practical Orientation at King’s Pass

Note. The opening descent places the Knight within an unchosen situation before Hallownest has become cartographically or narratively 
intelligible. The image is treated as one element of a larger rule-space sequence, not as self-sufficient proof of Heideggerian philosophy. 
Screenshot captured by the author from Hollow Knight (Team Cherry, 2017).
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significance. The analysis reserves transformative repetition for these changes in practical or 
interpretive possibility.

Failure, Shade Recovery, and Absurd Persistence

Death in Hollow Knight leaves a Shade at or near the site of failure. Until it is defeated, the 
player’s Geo remains at risk and the Soul meter is constrained (Team Cherry, 2017). The me-

is simultaneously a resource-recovery system, a pacing device, and a fictionalised confronta-
tion with the Knight’s divided self.

Camus becomes relevant when renewed effort continues without any guarantee that the 

site of failure gives practical form to a recurring decision: attempt recovery, take another route, 
or abandon the effort. The mechanic can thus articulate persistence while continuing to operate 
as a risk-and-resource system.

Figure 2

Quirrel at the Blue Lake: Contemplation after a Completed Journey

Note. Quirrel sits beside the Blue Lake after completing his role in Monomon’s release. His stillness and the subdued setting support a 
character-level reading of completion, finitude, and contemplation. The scene is not treated as evidence of a psychological condition or a 
universal player response. Screenshot captured by the author from Hollow Knight (Team Cherry, 2017).
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Melancholy, Hollowness, and Loss of Meaning

Hollow Knight disperses its history across memorials, tablets, dreams, objects, architecture, 

Hallownest’s past must be reconstructed from spatially distributed traces. The City of Tears is 
a concentrated example: persistent rain, blue-grey monumental architecture, empty interiors, 
and the Hollow Knight memorial present a civilisation through the remains of its grandeur. 
The effect is an environment marked by melancholy and historical loss.

Within the fiction, ‘hollow’ refers directly to the Pale King’s attempt to create vessels 

Cherry, 2017). Beyond this narrative function, hollowness may suggest emptiness, fractured 

game’s own terms as mental domination and bodily transformation than as a metaphorical diag-
nosis of collective depression. Melancholy, despair, psychic disintegration, and loss of purpose 
remain closer to the states represented in the game.

Figure 3
Shade Recovery: Failure Materialised as a Return

Note. After death, recovery requires the player to revisit the site of failure and confront the Shade. The sequence affords an interpretation 
of persistence and self-confrontation while retaining its ordinary function as a risk-and-resource mechanic. Screenshot captured by the 
author from Hollow Knight (Team Cherry, 2017).
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The character arcs give these motifs different forms. Myla begins by singing as she mines 

turns hostile. Tiso imagines the Colosseum of Fools as the setting in which he will prove himself, 
only for the later appearance of his body to expose the distance between that project and the 
world’s indifference. Zote offers another variation through his heroic self-description, fifty-seven 
Precepts, and the idealised Grey Prince created in Bretta’s fantasy. His performance can be com-
pared, cautiously, with Sartrean bad faith: not because he merely lies, but because he repeatedly 
turns a contingent heroic role into a fixed essence despite conditions visible to the player. The 
comparison illuminates a specific tension in his portrayal without exhausting Sartre’s account 
of bad faith.

Consequential Choice and Situated Responsibility

Most choices of route or equipment carry little 
narrative or ethical weight. The Nailsmith se-
quence is different. After completing the Pure 

-
fusal makes possible a later encounter with Sheo, 
where craft has given way to art and companion-
ship (Team Cherry, 2017). Because the choice is 
optional, consequential, and intelligible in retro-
spect, it offers a strong example of Sartrean situ-
ated choice. Frankl’s vocabulary of meaning adds 
a secondary perspective: the Nailsmith discovers 
purpose through another practice and relationship 
rather than through an abstract solution.

Dream No More extends the question of 

requires the player to gather dispersed knowledge, 

that is unnecessary for the simpler ending. The pos-
sibilities remain tightly designed, yet the decision to 
pursue these conditions alters the outcome available 
within them. Freedom appears here as a commit-
ment made inside constraints rather than as the ab-
sence of constraint.

Figure 4
Official Concept Illustration of the Knight in the City 
of Tears

Note. This official Hollow Knight concept illustration de-
picts the Knight inside a glass structure in the rain-soaked 
City of Tears, with Hornet and Cornifer visible in the back-

from official Hollow Knight concept artwork (Team Cherry, 
2017).
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Discussion

This article has argued that Hollow Knight’s most productive philosophical feature is the 

questions open; new abilities revise the available answers; later visits recast earlier spaces; fail-
ure interrupts action but leaves a recoverable trace; and a small number of decisions reshape 
projects and outcomes. Meaning develops neither as a fully given message nor as an uncon-
strained invention, but through situated action across time.

The philosophical concepts clarify different aspects of this process. Heidegger draws at-
tention to practical orientation in an already-given world. Kierkegaard helps explain a return 
changed by capacity and understanding. Camus brings persistence without assurance into view, 
while Sartre sharpens the relation between commitment, consequence, and constraint. Frankl 
contributes more locally to the Nailsmith’s redirection of purpose. Their relevance to the same 
game should not erase the differences among them.

This case also illustrates what games add to forms of interpretation shared with literature 
and cinema. A player may read the City of Tears as one reads a fictional ruin, but must also 

with traversal, risk, competence, and system response. Ludic agency does not replace interpretive 
activity; it gives that activity another material organisation.

Broad labels such as ‘interactive existentialist novel’ contribute little to this account, as 
do canonical comparisons with Kafka or Beckett when they rest only on mood or theme. More 
precise comparisons may still illuminate alienation, repetition, or fractured meaning. The strong-
er claim is that Hollow Knight organises philosophical interpretation through the interaction of 
mechanics and space.

however, generate questions for comparison: Do partially accessible worlds regularly encourage 
retrospective reinterpretation? How does ability-gated return differ from repetition in other gen-
res? Does player-directed progression alter the relationship between narrative uncertainty and 
agency? Studies of other Metroidvanias could show which of these relationships belong to the 
genre and which are distinctive to Hollow Knight.

Conclusion

Hollow Knight supports existential interpretation most strongly where a philosophical con-
cept corresponds to a particular formal relationship. The opening combines incomplete orien-
tation with practical engagement; ability-gated revisitation transforms familiar spaces; the 
death-and-Shade loop gives persistence a recurring structure; and selected quests and ending 
conditions connect commitment with consequence. The vessel narrative and the game’s melan-
choly environments further develop themes of loss, emptiness, and fractured purpose.
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The argument concerns designed structures and their interpretation. Questions about how 
different players experience melancholy, achievement, identification, or existential uncertainty 
require interviews, surveys, observation, or experimental research. Claims about the Metroidva-
nia genre likewise depend on comparison with other games.

Even within these limits, Hollow Knight shows why the Metroidvania form is philosoph-
ically suggestive. Movement makes the world intelligible, return makes its past more legible, and 
acquired competence changes what the player can perceive and do. Meaning-making arises from 
the interplay of incomplete knowledge, constrained agency, revisitation, and consequence rather 
than from themes imposed on mechanics from outside.
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Introduction

century. It contributes to individuals’ ability to make more informed choices regarding spend-
ing, saving, and investment and to manage their financial resources more effectively. In this 
respect, financial literacy supports the improvement of both individual and societal financial 

The importance of financial literacy has gained broader recognition particularly in the after-
math of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, as the potential consequences of individuals’ inad-
equate knowledge when facing complex financial products and risks became more apparent. 
Following these developments, many countries developed and implemented national financial 
education strategies, while policies aimed at improving financial literacy became increasingly 
prominent on economic and social policy agendas.

Although the concept of financial literacy in its modern form is relatively recent, the 
idea that individuals need to possess knowledge of financial matters has much deeper his-
torical roots. One early example of this idea can be found in a letter sent by John Adams to 

as a potential source of economic problems, stating that “All the Perplexities, Confusions 
and Distresses in America, arise... from downright Ignorance of the Nature of Coin, Credit 
and Circulation.” Although the term financial literacy has subsequently been widely used by 

concept has only emerged relatively recently. Some studies have treated financial literacy as 
synonymous with “financial knowledge,” while others have adopted a broader approach by 
including the ability to perform basic calculations in addition to financial knowledge. Other 
approaches have defined financial literacy as the ability to evaluate complex financial instru-
ments and make decisions regarding financial products that are consistent with individuals’ 

A comprehensive definition that has gained international acceptance brings together 
these different perspectives. Accordingly, financial literacy is defined as a combination of the 
awareness, knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors necessary to make sound financial deci-
sions and ultimately achieve individual financial well-being. Based on this definition, financial 
literacy is generally considered in terms of three core components: financial knowledge and 
skills, financial attitudes, and financial behaviors. Financial knowledge refers to an individu-
al’s level of understanding of basic concepts such as simple and compound interest, risk-return 
trade-offs, and inflation, whereas financial skills refer to the capacity to apply such knowledge 
in everyday financial situations. Financial attitudes encompass individuals’ orientations and 
preferences toward money, saving, spending, borrowing, and planning for the future. In this 
respect, attitudes play an important role in translating financial knowledge and skills into be-
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havior. For example, individuals who hold unfavorable attitudes toward saving for the future 

to build precautionary savings or engage in regular financial planning. Financial behavior 
represents the dimension of financial literacy that is reflected in individuals’ actual financial 
decisions and practices. Indeed, the benefits of financial literacy depend on the extent to which 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes can be translated into positive financial behaviors. Behaviors 
such as budgeting and regular saving can contribute to financial well-being, whereas excessive 
borrowing, uninformed use of credit, and engagement in highly leveraged transactions may 

Financial literacy can enable individuals to search more actively for the information they 
need when selecting financial products and services, use such information more effectively, 

through which individuals’ financial capabilities are shaped is essential for developing policies 
and strategies aimed at improving financial literacy. One such channel is financial inclusion. 
Financial inclusion refers to the extent to which individuals and businesses can access and 
effectively use financial products and services that meet their needs and benefit from them in 

support economic and social empowerment and enhance well-being by enabling individuals to 
access and use essential financial services, including savings, credit, payments, insurance, and 
money transfers. Accordingly, expanding access to and effective use of financial services has 

-
es more accessible to broader segments of the population and thereby contributed to great-
er financial inclusion, they have also increased the complexity of financial systems and the 
products they offer. This process creates new financial opportunities for individuals while 
simultaneously introducing new risks and challenges associated with making informed use 
of these opportunities. In addition, as population ageing has accelerated and pressures on 
the sustainability of pay-as-you-go pension systems have intensified, reforms implemented 
in many countries have shifted pension systems toward arrangements in which individuals 
assume greater responsibility for their financial security. Consequently, individuals have in-
creasingly been required to save, invest, and manage their expenditures effectively over the 
course of their lives. In this context, the importance of private pension plans and other saving 
and investment instruments has increased, while many critical financial decisions, including 
investment choices and retirement planning, have increasingly shifted from governments and 

These consequences may be more pronounced among individuals with lower levels of 
financial literacy. Individuals with less financial knowledge have been found to be more likely 
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may also have greater difficulty assessing the extent of their debt or understanding their overall 

factor in enabling individuals to make sound financial decisions in areas such as saving, in-

Individuals may be able to compensate for gaps in their knowledge to some extent 
through professional advice or reliable sources of information. However, low levels of finan-
cial literacy may also reduce investors’ likelihood of seeking financial advice and their ability 

-
cially literate investors are less likely to seek advice from financial advisors and that, when they 
do seek advice, advisors provide more information to more knowledgeable investors. In this 
respect, financial literacy can also be regarded as an important factor shaping the quality of 
financial advice available to individuals during the financial decision-making process.

Although the relationship between financial literacy and financial inclusion is often 
viewed in terms of two complementary factors, the direction of the relationship in the liter-

finding across these studies is that higher levels of financial knowledge and skills encourage 
individuals to open bank accounts, save, and use credit and insurance products. Financial lit-
eracy may help individuals who are accessing financial products for the first time or who have 
limited financial experience to evaluate different options more effectively, manage their finan-
cial resources more efficiently, and select products that are appropriate for their future needs. 
However, financial education aimed at improving individuals’ budgeting, saving, and use of 
financial products cannot readily be translated into practice unless appropriate, accessible, and 

Conversely, as individuals are increasingly exposed to financial decisions and products 
and gain greater experience with financial services such as bank accounts, credit products, 
and retirement financing, they may develop a better understanding of the relationships among 
saving, interest, risk, fees, maturity, and returns through real-life experience. This process can 
be understood through a learning-by-doing perspective, whereby financial experience may 

In this respect, institutions that connect depositors and borrowers and actively par-
ticipate in financial decision-making processes through the products and services they pro-

moments, when customers may require greater guidance, as “teachable moments.” Against 
this backdrop, the provision of financial education alongside financial products and services 
may enable financial knowledge to be translated into concrete decisions and behaviors, while 
the experience gained through the use of these products and services may, in turn, reinforce 



731

Reflektif Journal of Social Sciences, 2026, Vol. 7(3)

financial knowledge and capabilities. Taken together, these considerations point to a poten-
tial feedback loop between financial literacy and financial inclusion. Financial literacy and 
financial inclusion should therefore not be considered as isolated policy objectives. Strength-
ening financial inclusion may require not only demand-side interventions aimed at improving 
individuals’ financial knowledge and capabilities, but also supply-side conditions that enable 

While the existing literature has extensively examined the role of financial literacy in 
promoting financial inclusion, the financial inclusion side of this interaction has received 
comparatively less systematic attention, particularly within a multidimensional cross-country 
framework. In this context, this study jointly considers the access, usage, and depth dimen-
sions of financial inclusion and examines how differences across these dimensions are associ-
ated with countries’ levels of financial literacy, thereby providing an initial framework for a 
more comprehensive assessment of the relationship between the two concepts.

The study contributes to the literature in three main respects. First, it adopts a multidi-
mensional perspective by considering access, usage, and depth as distinct but complementary 
dimensions of financial inclusion, rather than relying on a single measure or a limited set of 
indicators. Second, it constructs composite indices for financial inclusion and its underlying 

-
tribution of the underlying indicators to be determined through a data-driven weighting ap-
proach. Third, it employs K-means cluster analysis to identify groups of countries with similar 
financial inclusion profiles and examines these groups in conjunction with their financial liter-
acy levels. This approach makes it possible to identify not only differences in the overall level 
of financial inclusion, but also heterogeneity across countries in the dimensions of financial 
inclusion and their corresponding financial literacy profiles.

The study consists of seven sections. The second section reviews the existing literature 
on the subject. The third section describes the methodological approach and analytical proce-
dures employed in the study. The fourth section introduces the dataset and provides informa-
tion on the variables used in the analysis. The fifth section details the process of constructing 
the financial inclusion index. The sixth section presents the cluster analysis and discusses the 
findings obtained from the analysis. The seventh and final section provides an overall assess-
ment of the main findings and presents policy recommendations based on the results.

Literature Review

The vast majority of the literature examining the relationship between financial literacy and 
-

tion. The central hypothesis underlying these studies is that financial literacy enhances finan-
cial inclusion. A prominent contribution within this strand of the literature is the study by 
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find evidence supporting the view that financial literacy promotes financial inclusion even 
after accounting for institutional differences. By examining financial inclusion across its dif-
ferent dimensions, the study indicates that financial literacy acts as a substitute for financial 
infrastructure in terms of access to financial services, while serving as a complement to finan-
cial depth in terms of the use of financial services. The findings suggest that as financial liter-
acy increases, individuals can make more effective use of the limited financial infrastructure 
available, thereby reducing their marginal need for more sophisticated financial services. At 
the same time, possessing adequate financial knowledge and skills increases the likelihood of 
using more sophisticated financial services.

also provides evidence of the importance of financial literacy for financial inclusion. The 
cross-country findings indicate that financial supply- and demand-side factors tend to function 
largely as substitutes in low-income countries, whereas they exhibit a more complementary 

of improving financial literacy in high-income economies to enable individuals to make more 
effective use of the financial services available to them.

-

usage, and quality dimensions of financial inclusion. Their findings indicate that financial lit-
eracy is positively and statistically associated with all three dimensions. Taken together, these 
studies suggest that financial knowledge and skills can strengthen individuals’ capacity to par-
ticipate in the financial system and make effective use of available financial services. From the 

literacy, financial inclusion, and savings behavior. Their findings show that financial literacy is 
positively associated with both financial inclusion and savings. They further demonstrate that 
individuals with higher financial literacy scores are more likely to hold savings in both formal 
and informal forms than those with lower financial literacy scores, even after controlling for 
income and education. The authors also find that the association between financial literacy 
and financial inclusion varies across different measures of financial inclusion, highlighting the 
multidimensional nature of this relationship.

-
clusion exclusively in this direction may overlook the potential role of individuals’ experiences 
within the financial system in developing their knowledge and skills. While financial literacy 
may encourage individuals to open bank accounts, save, and use credit or insurance products, 
making financial services accessible and usable may also encourage individuals to make more 
financial decisions and interact more frequently with financial products. Such interactions 
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may, in turn, contribute to the development of financial knowledge and skills. From this per-
spective, financial experience can be understood not only as a means through which individ-
uals translate theoretical knowledge into practice but also as a learning mechanism through 
which new knowledge and skills are acquired.

-
iments in India and Indonesia and found that the effect of financial education programs on 
bank account ownership was limited, whereas small monetary incentives generated stronger 
effects on account opening. The study also found that the new accounts opened as a result of 
the intervention remained open and active two years later, suggesting that financial experience 
may have persistent effects on financial knowledge and behavior. These findings indicate that 
financial literacy interventions should be considered alongside incentives that facilitate the use 
of financial products, appropriate financial product design, and mechanisms that promote 
continued interaction with the financial system.

-
mestic students with experience using financial products such as student loans and retirement 
accounts had higher levels of financial literacy than international students without such expe-

the potential causal role of financial experience in shaping financial literacy.

literacy in China from a “learning by doing” perspective and showed that borrowing experi-
ence, in particular, is associated with improvements in basic financial knowledge.

in financial literacy across 12 countries and found that individual characteristics such as age, 
education, income, and gender explained only part of the differences in average financial lit-
eracy across countries. The remaining differences were associated with macroeconomic and 
institutional factors, including life expectancy, social contribution rates, PISA mathematics 

-
ic, educational, technological, and financial environments in which individuals operate also 
matter for the development of financial knowledge and skills.

-
sis covering 143 countries, found a positive association between financial literacy and GDP per 
capita, educational attainment, internet access, and the quality of regulatory systems, while 
inflation was negatively associated with financial literacy. These relationships were more pro-
nounced in countries with lower levels of financial literacy. The findings indicate that financial 
literacy is also related to countries’ levels of economic and financial development, educational 
attainment, digital infrastructure, and the regulatory and institutional quality of their markets 
and financial systems.

The importance of interaction with the financial system for financial learning also draws 
attention to the role of financial intermediaries. Because financial intermediaries are involved 
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in individuals’ financial decision-making processes, the transactions and interactions they fa-
cilitate may provide an important learning environment through which individuals become 
familiar with financial products, use them, and make decisions concerning them. Bongomin 

by microfinance institutions can improve individuals’ ability to understand complex financial 
products and make financial decisions. In this respect, the study demonstrates that financial 
institutions are not merely providers of financial services but can also serve as institutional 
channels through which individuals’ financial knowledge and skills are developed.

-
bly across countries even among individuals who have a financial account. This finding sug-
gests that access to financial services alone is insufficient and that participation in the financial 
system does not automatically generate high levels of financial knowledge and skills. Accord-
ingly, the relationship between financial inclusion and financial literacy should be assessed not 
only in terms of access but also with regard to the intensity of financial service use, the extent 
to which individuals encounter and interact with financial services, and the capacity of these 
experiences to translate into learning.

literacy and financial inclusion as unidirectional may be insufficient. On the one hand, finan-
cial knowledge and skills can facilitate individuals’ access to and effective use of financial 
products and services. On the other hand, interactions with the financial system can provide 
individuals with opportunities to learn through actual financial decisions and experiences. 
Therefore, considering financial inclusion not only as an outcome of financial literacy but also 
as a potential channel through which financial literacy can develop may contribute to a more 
comprehensive understanding of the relationship between the two concepts.

Research Framework and Methodology

This study examines the association between financial inclusion and financial literacy within 
a cross-country comparative framework, approaching their relationship from the perspective 
of financial inclusion. Given the multidimensional nature of financial inclusion, which cannot 
be adequately represented by a single indicator or a limited set of financial measures, the study 
first constructs a composite financial inclusion index incorporating different dimensions of 
access to, use of, and depth of engagement with financial services. The index combines indica-
tors reflecting individual-level financial behaviors and preferences with measures of physical 
and digital financial infrastructure, thereby capturing both demand- and supply-side aspects 
of financial inclusion. The financial inclusion index is constructed using Principal Component 
Analysis which is applied in two stages. In the first stage, the variables representing each di-
mension of financial inclusion are weighted according to their contribution within that dimen-
sion to construct separate indices for access, usage, and depth. In the second stage, these three 
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sub-indices are weighted to obtain the overall financial inclusion index. Thus, the weights used 
in both the construction of the sub-indices and the final composite index are determined by the 
underlying structure of the data rather than by subjective judgments.

Beyond examining the statistical association between the two concepts, the study seeks 
to provide a diagnostic and comparative assessment of countries’ financial inclusion profiles. 
Accordingly, countries are grouped using the K-means clustering algorithm based on the con-
structed financial inclusion index, with the number of clusters determined according to clus-

financial inclusion scores, sub-indices, underlying indicators, and financial literacy levels. This 
approach makes it possible not only to identify countries and country groups with relative-
ly weaker financial inclusion, but also to determine which dimensions of financial inclusion 
remain comparatively underdeveloped within each group and where potential areas for im-

inclusion profiles and financial literacy levels helps reveal cases in which the two dimensions 
do not follow the general cross-country pattern, thereby highlighting within-cluster heteroge-
neity and providing a basis for examining potential country-specific factors underlying these 
differences.

Finally, the association between the constructed financial inclusion index and finan-
cial literacy is examined using Pearson correlation and robust regression analysis. Given the 
cross-sectional nature of the data, the findings are interpreted in terms of statistical association 
rather than causal effects.

In sum, the methodological structure of the study consists of five main stages:

-
ite indices are constructed for access, usage, and depth using principal component 
analysis. These sub-indices are subsequently combined to obtain the overall finan-
cial inclusion index.

grouped according to similarities in their financial inclusion profiles using the 
K-means clustering algorithm. The number of clusters is determined based on clus-
ter-validity criteria.

the overall financial inclusion index, its sub-indices, the underlying indicators, and 
financial literacy levels to identify their respective strengths and areas of relative 
weakness.

association between financial inclusion and financial literacy across countries and 

well as countries that diverge from those patterns.
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employed to examine the statistical association between the composite financial 
inclusion index and financial literacy. Given the cross-sectional design, the results 
are interpreted as associations rather than causal effects.

Data Description

-
tion between financial inclusion and financial literacy. To facilitate meaningful cross-country 
comparisons, the empirical framework is built around these two core conceptual dimensions. 
Because the indicators used in the analysis are compiled and updated at different intervals, 
the study does not impose a common reference year across all variables. Instead, the most 
recent representative and reliable data available for each indicator and country are used. This 
approach is particularly important for dynamic areas such as financial literacy and financial 
inclusion, where relying on outdated observations may not adequately reflect current condi-
tions. Accordingly, selecting indicator-specific data years in accordance with the reporting and 
updating cycles of each country provides a more accurate representation of their contempo-

to their current levels of financial inclusion and financial literacy and to examine the associa-
tion between these two dimensions across countries.

Financial Literacy Scores 

The financial literacy scores for each country were obtained from the International Survey of 

-

1.

Data for the Financial Inclusion Index

Because financial inclusion is inherently multidimensional, relying on single metrics like ac-

-

and system usage, her model was constrained by supply-side aggregates and lacked active 
household-level data.
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to capture the true scale of financial inclusion. However, they rely on country-level macro-

other prominent multidimensional indices, such as the one constructed by Camara and Tuesta 

To address these limitations, the index constructed in this study offers two distinct ad-
vantages. First, it integrates both supply- and demand-side perspectives by merging physical 
banking infrastructure with individual financial behaviors. Second, instead of relying on coun-
try-level macroeconomic aggregates to proxy usage and depth, this study repurposes these 

Integrating these distinct perspectives, the financial inclusion index in this study was 
constructed based on three fundamental dimensions—access, usage, and depth—by synthe-

were created using relevant indicators, which were then combined to form an overall com-

single index value, providing a unified metric for cross-country comparisons. 

following criteria:

formal financial system through savings and credit retrieval, aligned with broad-
based financial development frameworks.

The indicators were sourced from the World Bank’s Global Findex Database 2021, 
which provides country-level indicators derived from nationally representative individual-level 

-
responding descriptions for each sub-index are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Indicators Included in the Financial Inclusion Index

Dimension Abbreviation Included Indicators Rationale

Access FinAcc
Physical and digital 
infrastructure indicate access to 
the financial system.

BankBranch
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Dimension Abbreviation Included Indicators Rationale

Usage
Active use of accounts indicates 
conscious usage behavior.DigitalPay

Depth Saved Saved at a financial institution or using a mobile 

Reflects deep and sustainable 
relationships with the financial 
system.Borrowed Borrowed from a formal financial institution, 

OwnCard

Construction of the Financial Inclusion Index

In the literature, composite financial inclusion indices have been developed using both para-
metric and non-parametric methods. In parametric methods, the weights assigned to the indi-

However, such indices can be highly sensitive to even small changes in the assigned weights 
-

method in which the weights were determined internally. The process of constructing the in-
dex was carried out in two stages:

-
od due to their being measured on different scales. Then, PCA was applied separately for each 

as it explained the largest proportion of the total variance among the principal components 

depth. Each sub-index was calculated using Equation 1:

= В                                                                                                                              
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j-th indicator related to sub-index k for country i.

In the second stage, the previously obtained sub-indices for access, usage, and depth 
-

nent obtained at this stage, the financial inclusion index was calculated via Equation 2, which 
includes the relative weights of each sub-dimension.
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          ​​ denote the access, usage, and depth sub-index values of country i, respectively.  

g1 are the g3 weights that represent the contribution of each sub-index to the overall index. 
These weights are determined based on the component loadings and variance proportions 
obtained from the PCA results.

-

The factor loadings of the first principal component for the access, usage, and depth indices 

contribute similarly to this component. This finding supports the notion that the first principal 
component provides a robust structure for representing overall financial inclusion. The access, 
usage, and depth sub-index values, together with the composite financial inclusion index val-
ues, are presented in Appendix 3. 

Cluster Analysis and Comparative Findings

Financial Inclusion-Based Country Classification and Cluster Profiles

-
dium, and high inclusion—through the K-means clustering algorithm. A univariate K-means 
approach was preferred over quantile-based grouping and hierarchical clustering because it 
allows countries with similar financial inclusion index values to be grouped together, result-

-
od and the point at which clusters are defined, K-means provides a direct and centroid-based 

The Elbow method was initially used to identify an appropriate number of clusters. The 

results indicated a noticeable elbow at k = 3, after which further reductions in WSS became rel-
atively limited. To verify the statistical validity of the country partitions beyond the visual in-
sights of the Elbow method, the clustering quality is evaluated using formal diagnostic criteria. 

internal cohesion and clearer external boundaries compared to a binary division.
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Next, the mathematical stability and assignment accuracy of this three-cluster model 

average silhouette width between 0.71 and 1.00 indicates a strong clustering structure. Ac-
cordingly, the average silhouette score indicates a strong overall clustering structure for the 
three-cluster solution, confirming that observations are highly congruent with their assigned 
cohorts and isolated from neighboring ones.

Although the CH index continues to increase as the number of clusters rises, addi-
tional clusters would create intermediate categories, making differences in financial inclusion 
levels more difficult to interpret and reducing the analytical clarity of the relationship under 
investigation. The three-cluster solution was therefore retained, as it was supported by both 
the Elbow and silhouette criteria, while additional clusters were not supported by the Elbow 
criterion. Accordingly, countries were classified into three financial inclusion groups—low, 
medium, and high—as presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Country Groups Based On The Financial Inclusion Index

Cluster Countries

Albania, Indonesia, Panama, Philippines, Romania

3-High

Based on this classification, Table 3 reports the average financial literacy scores, Finan-

for each cluster.
Table 3 shows that financial literacy differs at low, medium, and high levels of financial 

inclusion, with higher levels of financial inclusion corresponding to higher levels of financial 
literacy. Specifically, the average financial literacy score in Cluster 1, comprising countries 

-

financial inclusion and financial literacy differ together across the groups.
The detailed analysis of clusters based on the indicators shows that the countries in-

the number of bank branches per 10,000 people is higher in this cluster than in the other two 
-

This pattern suggests that, despite the relatively widespread availability of traditional banking 
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addition, the low levels of credit card usage, saving, and access to credit indicate that the depth 
dimension of financial inclusion also remains limited in these countries. The fact that all indi-
ces representing the access, usage, and depth dimensions take negative values further identifies 
this cluster as the group with the lowest level of financial inclusion. In this context, improving 
financial inclusion in Cluster 1 requires not only expanding traditional financial infrastructure 
but also increasing access to and use of digital financial services, strengthening digital financial 
literacy, and implementing financial education and policy measures that support saving and 
responsible credit use.

Cluster 2 consists of countries with moderate levels of financial inclusion and financial 

digital financial tools are used more effectively despite limited physical access. Indeed, rela-

indicators of this group. On the other hand, while the access dimension shows a positive value 
in this group, the usage and depth dimensions have negative values. The results show that 
traditional and digital financial tools are used effectively in these countries, but there are op-
portunities for improvement in terms of financial depth indicators such as savings and credit. 

Table 3
Country Clusters Based on the Financial Inclusion Index and Cluster-Specific Mean Values of Financial Literacy and 
Related Indicators

Indicator Abbreviation Clusters

1-Low 2-Medium 3-High Total Avg.

Financial Inclusion Index FII -3.08 -0.14 1.43 0.00

Access Index Access -2.44 0.13 0.87 0.00

       Financial Account Ownership FinAcc 0.51 0.88 0.99 0.86

       Internet Usage IntUse 77.50 88.87 92.07 88.25

       Bank Branch Density BankBranch 17.18 13.52 16.06 15.15

Usage Index Usage -3.06 -0.11 1.39 0.00

    Mobile Payment Usage MobilePay 0.18 0.54 0.73 0.56

    Digital Payment Usage DigitalPay 0.34 0.77 0.96 0.78

    Card Usage CardUse 0.20 0.63 0.90 0.67

Depth Index Depth -2.47 -0.41 1.48 0.00

    Savings Saved 0.18 0.33 0.58 0.41

    Borrowing Borrowed 0.16 0.29 0.49 0.35

    Card Ownership OwnCard 0.36 0.77 0.94 0.77



742

Aslı Güler

-
cial literacy, as well as above-average values across financial indicators. In these countries, 
individuals have broad access to both traditional and digital financial services and use them 
extensively. A notable finding is that, although the number of bank branches remains around 

existing financial systems are used more effectively, the marginal need for additional physical 
infrastructure may decrease. The positive values observed across all access, usage, and depth 
dimensions indicate strong performance in terms of individuals’ participation in the financial 
system, their use of available financial instruments, and their ability to benefit from more ad-
vanced financial services. They also suggest a strong degree of integration with the financial 
system and well-established financial behaviors. In this context, these countries represent an 
important setting in which the next stage of financial inclusion may involve the development 
and wider use of more advanced financial products and services.

Overall, although traditional financial access is relatively high in Cluster 1, the level 
of financial literacy remains considerably lower than in Cluster 3. This finding highlights the 
importance of examining the access, usage, and depth dimensions of financial inclusion sepa-
rately in relation to financial literacy. In addition, despite the relatively high level of physical 
access in this cluster, the limited access to and use of digital financial services point to a need 
to strengthen digital infrastructure and digital literacy in these countries. In contrast, although 
the number of bank branches is relatively low in Clusters 2 and 3, the widespread use of digital 

-
ture. Another important difference across the clusters is observed in saving rates. While the 

-
derscores that, in the context of socioeconomic development, financial inclusion is not limited 
to access alone and that the usage and depth dimensions also play an important role.

To assess whether the differences across the clusters are statistically significant, the 
-

ing three or more independent groups. The findings indicate statistically significant differences 
across the clusters for all examined indicators, including financial literacy, the Financial Inclu-
sion Index, and its access, usage, and depth dimensions, as well as their underlying indicators.

Visualization of Clusters

In Fig. 1, countries are presented in a two-dimensional scatter plot according to the K-means 
clusters based on the Financial Inclusion Index, together with their financial literacy scores. 

-
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lows for observation of the cluster-level pattern between these two variables, as well as the in-

relative position in terms of financial inclusion and its relationship with other countries that 

average financial literacy score across the entire sample.
Overall, Fig. 1 suggests a clear positive association between financial inclusion and 

financial literacy. Countries with relatively low levels of financial inclusion, such as Panama, 
Indonesia, Albania, and the Philippines, generally exhibit financial literacy scores below the 
sample average. In contrast, countries in the high-financial-inclusion cluster, such as Germany, 
Ireland, and Korea, tend to be positioned at relatively high levels on both indices. This pattern 
is consistent with the proposition that financial inclusion and financial literacy may reinforce 
one another through a potential feedback mechanism, whereby participation in an inclusive 
financial system may provide individuals with greater opportunities to acquire financial expe-
rience and strengthen their financial knowledge and capabilities, while higher financial literacy 
may, in turn, support more effective engagement with financial products and services.

Fig. 1
Financial Literacy Patterns across Clusters Based on the Financial Inclusion Index
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Although Figure 1 points to an overall positive association between financial inclusion 
and financial literacy, this relationship is neither linear nor homogeneous across countries. 
Rather than following a uniform pattern, the two dimensions exhibit considerable divergence, 
particularly among countries with medium and relatively high levels of financial inclusion. For 

cluster, display financial literacy levels close to those observed in countries with relatively 

-
trasting profiles indicate that countries with broadly similar levels of financial inclusion may 
differ substantially in terms of financial literacy. 

Heterogeneity becomes increasingly pronounced as countries move from medium to-
ward higher levels of financial inclusion. Thailand provides a notable example: although clas-
sified within the medium-financial-inclusion cluster, it records a financial literacy score of 
approximately 71, which is higher than that observed in several countries positioned at higher 
levels of financial inclusion. This pattern suggests that relatively high financial literacy may 
coexist with a less developed financial infrastructure, consistent with the view that financial 
literacy and financial infrastructure can act as substitutes in facilitating access to financial ser-

-
nancial-inclusion cluster, exhibit financial literacy levels below the sample average. These cas-
es suggest that a relatively high level of financial inclusion does not necessarily coincide with 
a similarly high level of financial literacy and, conversely, that relatively high financial literacy 
may be observed even in the absence of a correspondingly high level of financial inclusion. 
The extent to which financial inclusion and financial literacy co-develop may be contingent 
on the larger context within which individuals make their financial choices. The variation 
across countries may be explained by differences in terms of educational opportunities, soci-
oeconomic conditions, digital access and technological development, institutional quality and 
consumer protection, as well as cultural and behavioral characteristics. This interpretation is 
also in line with the literature stressing the role of education, income, digital access, and insti-

These findings have important implications for policy design. Countries with financial 
literacy levels below the sample average should not be expected to improve financial literacy 

alone may have limited effects where individuals face constraints in accessing, using, or ben-
efiting from appropriate financial products and services. Thus, neither expanding financial 

policy approach requires coordinated improvements in both dimensions. The divergent coun-
try profiles therefore point to the need for a policy approach that addresses both the supply- 
and demand-side aspects of financial participation. Expanding access to financial services and 
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enhancing their effective use and depth should be complemented by financial education and 
broader measures aimed at improving educational opportunities, digital capabilities, socioec-
onomic conditions, consumer protection, and institutional quality. This multidimensional ap-
proach is particularly important for countries situated in the transition from medium to high 
levels of financial inclusion, where substantial heterogeneity is observed in financial literacy 
outcomes.

Regression Analysis

-
bust standard errors were used to provide inference that is robust to potential heteroske-
dasticity. The Pearson correlation indicates a positive and statistically significant association 

2 -
nancial inclusion and financial literacy at the aggregate level. This association is broadly con-
sistent with previous evidence showing that participation in financial markets and financial 

Table 4
OLS Regression Results with Heteroskedasticity-Robust Standard Errors for Financial Literacy and the Financial 
Inclusion Index

Variable Coefficient Standard Error t-statistic p-value 95% Confidence 

FII 0.000

Constant -0.00 1.00

F-Statistic

R2

Note:

Evaluation of the Findings, Policy Implications, and Conclusion

This study examines the relationship between financial inclusion and financial literacy within 
a multidimensional framework that jointly considers the access, usage, and depth dimensions 
of financial inclusion. To this end, a composite financial inclusion index based on data-driven 
weighting was constructed, countries were grouped according to their financial inclusion pro-
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files using the K-means method, and the access, usage, and depth dimensions of each cluster 
were evaluated together with financial literacy levels. The findings indicate that higher levels 
of financial inclusion are generally associated with higher levels of financial literacy, although 
this relationship is neither linear nor homogeneous. In particular, the differences observed 
among countries at the transition point between medium and high levels of financial inclusion 
indicate that financial inclusion and financial literacy do not correspond in the same way 
across countries.

The findings suggest that differentiated policy strategies are needed rather than a one-

focus on expanding digital financial access and encouraging the active use of financial ser-
vices. Investments in digital infrastructure, affordable mobile banking services, simplified ac-
count-opening procedures, and targeted digital financial literacy programs may help reduce 
the gap between the availability of financial infrastructure and its actual use. Particular at-
tention should also be paid to saving and responsible borrowing. The low levels observed for 
these indicators suggest that expanding access alone may not be sufficient to deepen financial 
inclusion.

In Cluster 2, where access indicators are relatively strong but the usage and depth di-
mensions remain weaker, policies should shift from expanding basic access toward increasing 
the scope and intensity of financial service use. Promoting accessible savings and investment 
products and appropriate credit opportunities may contribute to strengthening the depth di-
mension of financial inclusion. Financial education programs should also go beyond basic 
financial concepts and focus on practical decision-making skills related to saving, borrowing, 
risk management, and long-term financial planning.

-
cial inclusion and financial literacy, policy priorities may shift toward maintaining existing 
gains while strengthening the quality and sustainability of financial participation. In these 
countries, relatively high levels of access to financial services, the use of both traditional and 
digital channels, and indicators reflecting deeper and more established relationships with the 
financial system, such as saving, borrowing, and card ownership, suggest that policy attention 
may be directed less toward expanding basic access and more toward ensuring that existing 
financial participation is maintained in a conscious, secure, and responsible manner. In this 
context, policies that support the safe and responsible use of digital financial services, strength-
en consumer protection, increase financial risk awareness, and enable individuals to make 

becomes increasingly important in the use of financial services, raising awareness not only of 
the convenience provided by financial technologies but also of digital fraud, data security, and 
financial risks may contribute to the sustainability of the relatively high level of financial in-
clusion observed in these countries. Accordingly, the policy objective in these countries should 
not be limited to maintaining the level of financial participation, but should also aim to ensure 
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that the gains achieved across the access, usage, and depth dimensions are supported by safe, 
informed, and sustainable financial participation.

When the clusters are considered together, it becomes clear that financial inclusion 
cannot be adequately assessed solely in terms of access to financial services. In Cluster 1, the 
relatively weak levels of digital usage, saving, and borrowing despite the presence of a certain 
degree of physical financial infrastructure indicate that access alone does not ensure strong in-
tegration into the financial system. In Cluster 2, the relatively strong level of access combined 
with more limited usage and depth dimensions suggests that being included in the financial 
system does not necessarily imply intensive and diversified use of financial services. Therefore, 
policy design aimed at strengthening financial inclusion should distinguish between the access, 

each country or country group remains relatively weaker.
At the country level, the relationship between financial inclusion and financial literacy 

exhibits a clear but non-linear pattern. In general, countries with lower levels of financial 
inclusion tend to have relatively lower levels of financial literacy, whereas countries with high-
er levels of financial inclusion generally exhibit higher levels of financial literacy. However, 

-
tween medium and high levels of financial inclusion, with some countries deviating markedly 
from the overall pattern. This indicates that similar levels of financial inclusion do not always 
correspond to similar levels of financial literacy across countries. Therefore, the relationship 
between financial inclusion and financial literacy may not be sufficiently understood solely 

-
tural conditions should also be considered when interpreting these differences.

In this respect, Thailand represents a notable case, as its financial literacy level is higher 
than that of some countries with more advanced levels of financial inclusion despite being 
classified in Cluster 2. Thailand’s performance may be considered in conjunction with in-
stitutional efforts to improve financial literacy in the country. In particular, the “Advancing 

Bank of Thailand and the Asian Development Bank aimed to strengthen financial literacy 
awareness and sound personal financial practices, particularly among young workers, while 
online awareness and action campaigns constituted important components of the initiative 

-
spondence between financial inclusion and financial literacy cannot be explained solely by the 
development of the financial system and that demand-side factors, such as financial education 
and awareness policies, may also be associated with this pattern.

In contrast, Italy represents a notable case in the opposite direction, as it belongs to 
the high-financial-inclusion cluster despite having a financial literacy level below the cluster 
average. Italy’s relatively low financial literacy performance may not be adequately explained 
by the level of access to financial services alone. A study conducted by the Bank of Italy based 
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below the OECD average and identified lower levels of individual engagement with finan-

addition, research showing that responsibility for economic and financial decision-making 
within Italian households varies among family members suggests that financial decisions may 

suggest that high access to financial services in Italy does not necessarily imply that individuals 
are equally involved in financial decision-making processes or have similar opportunities to 
gain financial experience. In addition, according to the World Bank’s 2023 data, the share of 

in Italy, the lowest level among the countries in Cluster 3. This suggests that socio-economic 
characteristics should also be considered when assessing why Italy’s financial literacy level 
differs from that of other countries with high levels of financial inclusion. Nevertheless, more 
detailed micro-level research is required before concluding that this difference is directly attrib-
utable to family structure or educational attainment.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the interaction between financial literacy and financial inclusion 
may not be explained solely by the development of the financial system and access to finan-
cial services and that socioeconomic and sociocultural factors may also play a role in these 
differences. Accordingly, policies aimed at improving financial inclusion and financial literacy 
should be designed using a country-specific approach that takes into account the character-
istics of countries’ existing financial systems and social contexts. In countries where financial 
inclusion is already relatively high, greater emphasis may be placed on strengthening individ-
uals’ ability to use existing financial services effectively, consciously, and responsibly rather 
than further expanding financial access. In this regard, financial education should be more 
closely integrated into formal education and lifelong learning programs, while digital financial 
literacy initiatives should be developed to address the increasing diversity and complexity of 

-
er range of financial products and services as well as new financial risks, strengthening digital 
security awareness, financial risk awareness, and informed financial decision-making skills is 
particularly important for sustaining financial inclusion in these countries.

By contrast, in countries with lower levels of financial inclusion, a more comprehensive 
policy approach may be achieved by implementing supply-side policies aimed at improving 
access to and use of financial services alongside financial literacy education and awareness 
programs. As illustrated by the case of Thailand, institutional initiatives and awareness pro-
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grams aimed at improving financial literacy may complement policies designed to strengthen 
financial inclusion. Such an approach would not only support the provision of financial servic-
es to individuals but also encourage them to understand and use these services effectively and 
responsibly, thereby contributing to stronger integration into the financial system.

Limitations of the Study

The first limitation of the study is that the analysis was restricted to 30 countries due to data 

between financial inclusion and financial literacy across a broader group of countries and 

does not allow the direction of the relationship between financial inclusion and financial litera-
cy or potential mechanisms of reciprocal causality to be directly tested. Therefore, the findings 
presented in this study should not be interpreted as causal relationships but rather in terms of 
the co-movement of the variables and the observed patterns across countries.

Secondly, although differences in financial inclusion and financial literacy across coun-
tries may be related to educational and sociocultural factors, these factors were not direct-
ly incorporated into the main analysis. Therefore, interpretations concerning countries that 
deviate from the general pattern, particularly Thailand and Italy, should not be regarded as 
explanations of the observed differences but rather as possible explanations that are consistent 
with existing literature and country characteristics and that should be tested in future research. 
Future studies using individual-level microdata, broader country samples, panel datasets, and 
country-specific institutional and sociocultural variables could provide a more detailed exam-
ination of the direction of the relationship between financial inclusion and financial literacy 
and the mechanisms underlying this relationship.
Statement of Support and Appreciation: This research did not receive any external support.
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1	
data from 2021, the use of Turkey’s 2022 data maintains methodological consistency. Furthermore, the OECD report 
itself notes that results for certain countries are based on surveys conducted in different years. Therefore, the use of 
Turkey’s data, collected between June and July 2022 and calculated using a comparable methodology, does not com-
promise the validity of cross-country analyses.
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Appendix 1
Principal Component Estimates for the Sub-Indices and Overall Financial Inclusion Index

Component Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative Component Loadings

Access Index                                                                                FinAcc BankBranch

Comp1 0.707

Comp2 0.999818 0.3333 0.8829 0.007 0.9998

Comp3 — 0.1171 1.0000 0.707 0.0078 -0.7070

DigitalPay

Comp1 2.84332 0.9478 0.9478

Comp2 0.0389 0.798

Comp3 0.040084 — 0.0134 1.0000 0.192 -0.7787

Depth Index                                                                                                 Saved Borrowed OwnCard

Comp1 2.31337 0.7711 0.7711

Comp2 0.9299 -0.47 0.8344 —

Comp3 — 0.0701 1.0000 0.1280 —

Financial Inclusion Index                                                                           Access Depth 

Comp1

Comp2 -0.1309 —

Comp3 0.0731 — 0.0244 1.0000 0.291 -0.8014 —

Appendix 2
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin sample adequacy test results

Index Indicators KMO Value Index KMO Value

Access Index FinAcc Depth Index Saved

Borrowed 0.8241

BankBranch OwnCard

Financial Inclusion Index Access 0.8233

DigitalPay

0.7402 Depth 0.7774

0.7474
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Appendix 3
Financial Inclusion Indices for Access, Usage, and Depth, and Financial Literacy Scores by Country

Countries Access Index Usage Index Depth Index Financial Inclusion Index Financial Literacy Scores

Albania -2.20 -3.97 -3.01

Chile 0.11 0.08

Croatia -0.39

Cyprus 0.43 -0.40 0.10

Estonia 0.81 1.27 1.48

Finland 1.02 2.00 2.12

France 0.94 1.14 0.87

Germany 0.84 1.21 1.43

Greece -0.70 -0.10

Hungary 0.30 -0.09

Indonesia -3.47 -2.42 -3.70

Ireland 1.37 1.94

Italy 0.14 0.83 0.82

Korea 1.34 2.41 2.08

1.30 0.12 0.81

0.43 0.09

1.01 -0.08

0.72 0.78

Netherlands 0.97 1.71

Panama -3.20 -2.82

Philippines -2.87 -3.02 -2.33 -3.21

Poland 1.07

Portugal -0.12 0.41 0.28 0.19

Romania -0.97 -1.78

S.Arabia -0.34

Spain 1.12 1.14 1.30 1.38

Sweden 1.21 2.03 2.38

Thailand 0.31 -0.01 0.01 71.38

-0.97 -1.33 -1.27 -1.38

-0.29 -0.81
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Appendix 4
Elbow Plot for Country Clustering Based on Financial Inclusion Index

Appendix 5
Validation of the Optimal Number of Clusters Using the Calinski–Harabasz Criterion

Number of Clusters (k) Calinski-Harabasz pseudo-F score

2 74.20

3 104.75

4

Appendix 6
Descriptive Statistics of Silhouette Coefficients for Cluster Validation (k=3)

Obs Std. dev

Silhouette 30 .7744938 .0200321

Appendix 7

Kruskal-Wallis Test Results for Financial Inclusion Indicators

Indicator (ʔό) Prob. Indicator (ʔό) p-value

0.0108 14.127 0.0009

FII 0.0001 0.0003

Access 0.0001 DigitalPay 22.222 0.0001

21.027 0.0001 0.0001

Depth 0.0001 Saved 24.289 0.0001

FinAcc 22.888 0.0001 Borrowed 0.0003

Bankbranch 0.0019 OwnCard 0.0001
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