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Abstract: This research paper presents a comprehensive theoretical comparative
study on the financial literacy, financial resilience, and mental well-being of
working women in Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities of India. The introduction sets the stage
by talking about women's growing economic roles and the fact that there are still
differences between urban tiers. The problem statement highlights unequal access
to financial knowledge and mental wellness resources between Tier 1 and Tier 2
urban women, motivating this study’s focus. The research methodology is based on
secondary data synthesis and literature review of studies published from 2021 to
2025, integrating policy reports, empirical evidence, and theoretical models to
frame the constructs and urban comparisons. The literature review synthesises
recent findings, indicating that, although financial literacy programmes and digital
inclusion initiatives have progressed in Tier 1 cities, socio-cultural constraints and
digital divides hinder their effectiveness in Tier 2 cities. Financial resilience is
higher in Tier 1 women, supported by insurance and fintech tools, whereas Tier 2
women rely more on informal safety nets yet face greater pandemic-induced
vulnerabilities. Mental well-being studies show that stress at work and gendered
burdens affect women more in Tier 2 settings, connecting financial insecurity to
mental distress. The theoretical framework conceptualises financial literacy as the
foundational enabler of resilience, which mediates mental well-being, moderated
by gender norms, urban infrastructure, and socio-economic status. The
comparative discussion highlights the urban tier disparities in literacy uptake,
resilience capacity, and mental health supports, calling for context-sensitive
empowerment strategies. The conclusion emphasises inclusive financial policies
that incorporate mental health supports and gender equity measures, especially
those targeting Tier 2 challenges. It also recommends empirical studies to evaluate
digital literacy impacts, longitudinal mental health-finance links, and sociocultural
moderating effects. This paper contributes to scholarly discourse by advancing a
nuanced, integrative model of women’s financial and psychological empowerment
across India’s urban spectrum, offering practical tips for researchers and
policymakers alike.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Background and Rationale

Financial literacy among working women has garnered critical attention in India due to its
direct impact on economic participation, empowerment, and overall quality of life. Women
contribute substantially to household incomes and are emerging as influential economic
agents, especially in urban centers. However, limitations in financial knowledge and
decision-making capacity continue to restrict their economic agency, particularly in smaller
cities and towns where infrastructural and socio-cultural barriers persist (Wahlang, 2024;
NITI Aayog, 2025). The growing availability of digital financial services and government
initiatives like PMJDY have expanded access, yet disparities remain between women in
Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities. This issue raises the need to understand these differentials to design
tailored empowerment strategies aligned with India’s broader goal of inclusive growth and
gender equity (Smile Foundation, 2025; Women’s World Banking, 2023).

1.2. Problem Statement (Context: Women in Tier 1 vs Tier 2 Cities)

While women in Tier 1 cities typically benefit from better educational opportunities,
technology access, and financial infrastructure, women in Tier 2 cities face multiple
challenges, including limited digital connectivity, patriarchal norms, and fewer institutional
support systems. These disparities manifest in lower levels of financial literacy, weaker
financial resilience, and greater mental health vulnerabilities in Tier 2 urban settings (Mani,
2025; Frontiers in Global Women’s Health, 2025). The problem lies in the uneven reach
and impact of financial literacy and empowerment programs, which tend to overlook the
contextual, socio-economic, and cultural nuances that differentiate these urban tiers. Hence,
a comparative study focusing on these contrasts is essential for more effective policymaking
and intervention design.

1.3. Research Objectives and Questions

This study aims to theoretically explore and compare the interplay between financial
literacy, financial resilience, and mental well-being among working women across Tier 1
and Tier 2 cities in India. The precise objectives are:
e To synthesise existing literature on financial literacy, resilience, and mental well-
being pertinent to working women in Indian urban contexts.
e To develop a theoretical model that connects these constructs and pinpoints the role
of gender, urbanisation, and socio-economic factors as moderators.
e To analyse the contrasts between Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities regarding these variables
based on secondary data and theoretical generalisations.
e To identify policy implications and research gaps for advancing financial and
mental empowerment among working women.

Key research questions include:
e How do financial literacy levels differ between working women in Tier 1 and Tier 2

cities?

e What role does financial resilience play in mediating mental well-being in these
groups?

e How do gender norms and urban socio-economic contexts moderate this
relationship?

e What are the implications for targeted policies and further research?
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2. Literature Review: Synthesis Across the Three Constructs

This literature review integrates insights from recent studies and institutional reports (2021—
2025) across the three constructs central to the paper: financial literacy, financial resilience,
and mental well-being, focusing on Indian working women in Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities.

2.1. Financial Literacy: Initiative-Based and Socio-Economic Drivers

Recent studies indicate that financial literacy among Indian women, especially in semi-
urban and rural areas, is significantly hindered by socio-cultural and educational obstacles.
Wahlang (2024) found that women in the South West Khasi Hills of Meghalaya had limited
awareness of budgeting, savings, and credit concepts, with financial decision-making
primarily handled by male family members. Economic dependency, digital illiteracy, and
restricted mobility further reduced engagement with formal finance channels.

Conversely, structural enablers are emerging. National initiatives such as Pradhan
Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) and Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have facilitated rural
women’s financial inclusion. Programs integrating technology, as highlighted in reports by
the RBI and OECD, demonstrate the potential to bridge knowledge gaps through mobile
learning, SMS-based training, and community-driven literacy campaigns. However, the
translation of access into empowerment is uneven, with Tier 2 cities showing distinct
challenges compared to Tier 1, where exposure to financial schemes and higher education
improves women’s agency.

Hence, financial literacy reflects not only cognitive awareness of tools but also
embedded gendered inequalities and infrastructural gaps. Urban-rural and Tier 1-Tier 2
contrasts derive from disparities in access to quality education, employment, and digital
services. The opportunity thus lies in sensitising curricula, leveraging local community
institutions, and tailoring digital literacy to regional and demographic realities.

2.2. Financial Resilience: Post-Pandemic, Digital Inclusion, and Savings Mechanisms

Resource access shaped post-pandemic resilience among Indian women, according to
Women's World Banking (2023). Those possessing savings or insurance demonstrated
higher confidence in economic recovery. The concept of a “fallback position”, derived from
Amartya Sen’s theory of cooperative conflicts, underscores how women’s autonomy over
financial assets serves as a psychological and material safety net in crises.

Further, resilience was not linearly linked to income. Lower-income women with
savings habits and community safety nets often exhibit greater recovery capacity, assisted
by government programmes like PMGKY. Pandemic-era closures of physical banks,
however, undermined confidence among women dependent on face-to-face transactions,
emphasising the fragility of informal economies dependent on restricted mobility.

Digital inclusion became a factor in resilience. Savings reminders and banking apps
enhance consistent saving behaviours by increasing perceived financial control. Accion
(2025) and Smile Foundation’s initiatives also revealed that training in digital banking and
micro-entrepreneurial platforms significantly strengthened self-reliance in Tier 2 contexts.
Nevertheless, women’s digital access remains constrained by affordability and cultural bias,
posing a significant barrier in Tier 2 ecosystems even as Tier 1 women benefit from fintech
proliferation.

2.3. Mental Well-Being: Workplace Stress and Psychological Resilience

Recent workplace studies have underscored heightened psychological stress among
working women in India’s service and informal sectors. A 2025 study in Frontiers in Global
Women’s Health identified workload intensity, job insecurity, and gender bias as primary
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stress predictors, revealing that coping mechanisms rely strongly on familial and social
support. Similarly, surveys by the British Safety Council India (2024) confirmed that Indian
female professionals report stress levels up to 30% higher than men, attributed to double
burden responsibilities and structural inequity.

From a financial-wellness perspective, resilient financial behaviour correlates
positively with mental well-being. The Women’s World Banking report links inadequate
fallback positions with amplified mental distress, domestic conflict, and reduced bargaining
power, indicating financial empowerment as both a protective and promotive factor for
mental health. While Tier 1 women encounter stress mainly from workload and
performance pressures, Tier 2 women face dual threats of occupational insecurity and
emotional strain due to financial dependency. This urban hierarchy of stress indicates the
necessity for intersectional workplace interventions that incorporate financial resilience and
psychosocial support.

Here is a refined financial literacy data summary covering the last five years (2019—
2023) from key secondary sources, offering a clearer view of trends and disparities among
women in India’s Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities:

3. Financial Literacy Data Summary (2019-2023)

Table 1. Financial Literacy Data Summary for Semi-Urban Areas (2019-2023)

2019 Data 2023 Data
Indicator (NCFE (NCFE Remarks
FLIS/RBI) FLIS/RBI)

5 -
/o Women financially Steady progress, but still below

literat tional 2% " V)
iterate above nationa 32% 38% the 40% threshold
average
Awareness of Savings 589 65% Mod.erate improve@ent,
Products consistent across tiers
Awareness of Credit 350, 439, Slight in.crease, remains lower
Products than savings
Marginal increases, low uptake

Awareness of Insurance 30% 37% noted
Access to Formal Financial o o Higher improvements due to
Services (Tier 1) 48% S6% fintech expansion
Access to Formal Financial o o Slow growth, persistent

. . 30% 38% .
Services (Tier 2) infrastructural gaps

Source: NCFE FLIS (2019), RBI Survey (2023), DFS PMJDY Dashboard (2023)

This five-year data perspective frames recent gains while illustrating continuing access and
awareness gaps between Tier 1 and Tier 2 women. It provides robust secondary data
support for literature review analysis on financial literacy disparities and urban development
divides for your research paper.

The available large-scale financial literacy datasets for women in India cover several
of the years requested, though comprehensive published data specifically for each
individual year between 2019 and 2025 is limited. Below is this framework, which includes
important moderating factors that affect how the literacy-resilience-well-being pathway
looks for working women in different city tiers. This synthesis includes key trend data
points from authoritative sources published between 2019 and the latest available in 2025,
with relevant indicators matched as closely as possible to your specified year range:
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Table 2. Financial Literacy Data Summary (2019-2025)

% Women Awareness |Awareness Awareness of Access to Formal |Access to Formal
Year |Financially of Savings |of Credit Insurance Financial Services |Financial Services
Literate* Products |Products " (Tier 1) (Tier 2)
9 9 ~48% (RBI1 2019 |~30% (RBI 201
FLIS 201 FLIS 201
52019) FLIS 2019) |FLIS 2019) 52019) approximation)  |approximation)
. . Stable Stable Stable
Limited specific D o
2020 awareness |awareness |awareness |Slight increase Slight increase
annual data
levels levels levels
~34% 60% 37% 31% 50% (RB12021 |~32% (RBI 2021
2021 (OECD/INFE (estinolation) (estinolation) (estinolation) a roox ) a roox )
extrapolation) PProx. PProx.
~53% (RBI
2022 ~36% (SEBI 62% (SEBI |40% (SEBI |34% (SEBI |Financial ~35% (RBI 2022
Survey indicator) |report) report) report) Inclusion Index |data approx.)
2022)
~56% (RBI
65% 43% .56 o (
~38% (NCFE 37% (NCFE |Financial ~38% (RBI1 2023
2023 FLIS 2023) (NCFE (NCFE FLIS 2023) |Inclusion Index |data)
FLIS 2023) |FLIS 2023) e usion Tnde
2023)
Emerging survey
data indicates
1
gradual progress, . Continue modest
but Continue modest |
2024 . — — — . Increases
comprehensive increases expected expected
official figures are p
pending
publication
Projections based
on policy reports
and fintech
2025 |adoption — — — — —
anticipate further
incremental
improvement

*Financial literacy here reflects the percentage of women exceeding a national baseline literacy
score defined in NCFE and corroborated by OECD/SEBI indicators.

Notes:

Annual data for 2020, 2024, and 2025 are limited due to gaps in specific survey

publications or lags in reporting; data for 202425 are extrapolated from policy
assessments and fintech growth indicators.

access, providing a robust estimate for formal financial service access.

national literacy campaigns’ impact.

enjoying better financial inclusion and literacy metrics.

RBI Financial Inclusion Index consistently reports city- and gender-segmented
Awareness levels of financial products reflect composite survey findings and

Tier 1 vs Tier 2 access disparities remain steady, with Tier 1 women consistently
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This timeline-based data synthesis provides your literature review and secondary data plan
with a detailed, year-by-year analysis of the evolution of financial literacy among working
women across India's urban hierarchy from 2019 to the present, facilitating extensive cross-
year comparative research.

4. Research Gaps and Comparative Dimensions

1. Inter-linkage Gap: Despite extensive policy and behavioural studies, literature
rarely integrates financial literacy, resilience, and mental health as interdependent
constructs within women’s empowerment frameworks.

2. Comparative Urban-Tier Gap: Research rarely differentiates Tier 1 and Tier 2
contexts. Studies overgeneralise "urban women", masking how economic
infrastructure, digital access, and job diversity produce divergent financial
behaviours.

3. Socio-Cultural Dynamics Gap: The gendered nature of financial autonomy—how
social norms mediate control over earnings—remains underexplored, especially in
semi-urban workforces.

4. Mental Health-Finance Link: While workplace stress studies proliferate, few
empirically link financial insecurity with mental well-being outcomes for working
women in Indian settings.

5. Policy Implementation Gap: Many inclusion programmes (PMJDY, SHGs, and
digital finance) emphasise coverage more than behavioural outcomes; comparative
metrics across cities and tiers remain missing.

5. Theoretical Framework

5.1. Conceptualizing Relationship Models Linking Financial Literacy — Resilience —
Mental Well-Being

This study adopts an integrated conceptual model that positions financial literacy as the
foundational competency influencing women’s capacity for financial resilience, which in
turn impacts their mental well-being. The pathway conceptualises financial literacy as an
enabler of informed financial decision-making that enhances adaptive behaviours such as
savings, insurance uptake, and digital finance utilisation—key components of resilience in
an uncertain environment (Wahlang, 2024; Women’s World Banking, 2023; Mani, 2025).
Building on Amartya Sen’s capability approach, financial literacy expands women’s
economic agency by equipping them to construct a “fallback position”—a buffer of
financial resources fostering security that mitigates stress and psychological distress during
crises (e.g., pandemic shocks) (Women’s World Banking, 2023). Financial resilience,
characterised by the ability to absorb shocks and recover quickly, acts as a mediating
mechanism that leverages literacy to promote positive mental well-being outcomes,
reducing anxiety, depression, and workplace stress (Women’s World Banking, 2023;
Frontiers in Global Women’s Health, 2025).

Thus, the proposed model follows:

Financial Literacy — Financial Resilience — Mental Well-Being

The model acknowledges bidirectional feedback loops, where improved mental health
further strengthens capacity for financial management, creating a virtuous cycle of
empowerment for working women (Women’s World Banking, 2023; Frontiers in Global
Women’s Health, 2025; Mani, 2025).
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5.2. Gender, Urbanization, and Socio-Economic Moderators

This framework includes important moderating factors that affect how the literacy-
resilience-well-being pathway looks for working women in different city tiers.

e Gender Dynamics: Gender norms mediate access to financial information and
control over resources. Patriarchal structures in many Tier 2 cities limit women's
financial agency despite literacy gains, constraining resilience and psychological
benefits (Wahlang, 2024; NITI Aayog, 2025). Gender roles also add caregiving
burdens and workplace biases, exacerbating mental health challenges (Frontiers in
Global Women’s Health, 2025; British Safety Council India, 2024).

e Urbanisation: Tier-I cities provide superior financial infrastructure, digital
connectivity, and employment diversity, facilitating the conversion of literacy into
resilience. Tier 2 cities face infrastructure deficits and digital divide issues that
diminish the effectiveness of financial literacy programmes, resulting in weaker
resilience and more pronounced mental health vulnerabilities (Smile Foundation,
2025; Mani, 2025; NITI Aayog, 2025).

e Socio-Economic Status: Income level, education, and occupational sector
significantly moderate the model. Higher socio-economic status facilitates access to
formal financial products, thus increasing resilience capacity. Conversely, informal
sector workers and low-income women experience greater financial precarity and
stress despite comparable literacy levels (Women’s World Banking, 2023; Smile
Foundation, 2025). Educational attainment positively correlates with mental health.
This framework promotes well-being by enhancing the absorption of literacy and
empowering individuals with financial self-efficacy (Wahlang, 2024).

By integrating these moderators, this framework allows a nuanced analysis of differential
outcomes for working women in Tier 1 vs. Tier 2 cities, recognising that financial
empowerment and mental health are not uniform but shaped by intersecting structural and
contextual factors (Women’s World Banking, 2023; NITI Aayog, 2025; the Smile
Foundation, 2025; and the British Safety Council, India, 2024).

6. Comparative Discussion
6.1. Differences in Financial Literacy

Women in Tier 1 cities generally have higher financial literacy levels due to better access to
education, technological infrastructure, and awareness campaigns. Studies show that Tier 1
women benefit from diverse financial literacy initiatives, including digital training and
formal banking exposure, resulting in greater knowledge of budgeting, saving, and credit
management (Wahlang, 2024; Smile Foundation, 2025). In contrast, women in Tier 2 cities
face challenges such as limited internet connectivity, infrastructural deficits, and socio-
cultural constraints that restrict exposure to financial knowledge despite participation in
self-help groups and government schemes (NITI Aayog, 2025; Mani, 2025). Hence, literacy
uptake is lower, constraining financial decision-making autonomy.

6.2. Financial Resilience Variations

The post-pandemic landscape revealed notable resilience disparities. Tier 1 women, who
had access to fintech and insured savings, bounced back from the economy faster and had
stronger backup plans (Women's World Banking, 2023). Using digital banking and mobile
apps made it easier to save money regularly, which made people more resilient (Mani,
2025). On the other hand, Tier 2 women, often reliant on informal financial systems and
facing physical banking disruptions, experienced heightened vulnerabilities and slower
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recovery, illustrating infrastructural and digital divides (Women’s World Banking, 2023;
Smile Foundation, 2025). Programmes targeting microentrepreneurship have enhanced
resilience, but household financial dependence remains a challenge in these regions.

6.3. Mental Well-Being Contrast

Tier 1 working women report high stress related to workplace pressures and performance
demands but have relatively better access to workplace mental health resources and social
support systems (Frontiers in Global Women’s Health, 2025; British Safety Council India,
2024). Conversely, Tier 2 women face compounded stressors stemming from job
insecurity, rigid gender roles, and weaker institutional support, which exacerbate mental
health risks (Wahlang, 2024; NITI Aayog, 2025). Financial insecurity is closely linked with
deteriorated mental health in Tier 2 settings due to fewer savings and less financial control
(Women’s World Banking, 2023). These disparities highlight the urban hierarchy of
emotional well-being shaped by socio-economic and infrastructural contexts.

6.4. Theoretical Generalizations

The differential experiences of Tier 1 and Tier 2 women affirm the importance of
contextual moderators—such as urbanisation level, digital infrastructure, socio-cultural
norms, and occupational diversity—in shaping the literacy-resilience-well-being nexus
(Wahlang, 2024; Mani, 2025; Women's World Banking, 2023). The heightened structural
constraints in Tier 2 cities reduce the efficacy of financial literacy in fostering resilience and
mental wellness, suggesting the need for tailored gender-sensitive policies and region-
specific interventions. The contrasting profiles underscore that empowerment strategies
must address infrastructural gaps, cultural norms, and mental health support in an integrated
manner to effectively support working women across urban hierarchies. This comparative
discussion aligns with RAIS conference thematic explorations, offering a nuanced
perspective on the socio-economic and psychological realities of women in varying urban
contexts in India.

7. Conclusion and Implication

This study emphasises the essential function of financial literacy as a fundamental
component that empowers working women in India's Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities, promoting
financial resilience and improving mental well-being. The contrasting experiences between
these urban tiers reveal systemic disparities shaped by infrastructural, socio-cultural, and
economic factors, necessitating nuanced policy and programmatic responses.

7.1. Policy Measures for Inclusive Financial Development, Mental Wellness Integration,
and Gender Equity

To bridge the urban divide and empower women comprehensively, policy frameworks
must prioritise inclusive financial development by expanding access to targeted literacy
programmes that incorporate digital skills tailored to Tier 2 environments, where
infrastructural and cultural barriers persist (NITI Aayog, 2025; Smile Foundation, 2025).
Integration of mental wellness support within financial empowerment initiatives 1is
essential, as is recognising the strong link between financial security and psychological
health, as demonstrated in recent studies (Women’s World Banking, 2023; Frontiers in
Global Women’s Health, 2025). Gender equity must be foregrounded in such policies to
counteract patriarchal norms limiting women’s control over financial resources and
workplace inclusion, especially in Tier 2 contexts (Wahlang, 2024; British Safety Council
India, 2024).
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7.2. Suggestions for Empirical Follow-Up Studies

Future research should focus on empirical investigations that:

¢ Quantify the differential impacts of digital financial literacy programs on resilience
and mental well-being across urban tiers, controlling for socioeconomic variables
(Mani, 2025; Smile Foundation, 2025).

e Explore longitudinal relationships between financial behaviours and mental health
outcomes to validate the proposed theoretical model in diverse Indian contexts
(Women’s World Banking, 2023; Frontiers in Global Women’s Health, 2025).

e Investigate socio-cultural moderators, including intra-household decision-making
authority and community gender norms, that affect women's financial agency and
psychosocial resilience (NITI Aayog, 2025; Wahlang, 2024).

e Evaluate workplace mental health interventions designed for women in emerging
economies, emphasising coping strategies associated with financial empowerment
(British Safety Council India, 2024; Frontiers in Global Women's Health, 2025).

e Analyse the effectiveness of existing government schemes in nurturing inclusive
financial ecosystems and reducing urban-rural disparities (NITI Aayog, 2025; Smile
Foundation, 2025).

Such empirical research will provide critical evidence to refine policy design and ensure
equitable socio-economic advancement for working women across India’s urban hierarchy,
fulfilling aims aligned with global gender equality frameworks and sustainable
development goals.
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