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ABSTRACT
	 Aims: This study intends to examine the perception of the usage of digital financial services among people residing in rural areas in Kerala State in India with special reference to the Malappuram district 
[bookmark: _Hlk200801588]Study design: A quantitative descriptive research design was used for conducting the study to understand the adoption of digital financial services among rural people
Place and Duration of the Study: The study was conducted among rural people of Malappuram district in Kerala state in India between January 2025 and March 2025
Methodology: Primary data were collected using a structured questionnaire. A sample of 280 respondents were selected using judgement sampling of non-probability sampling technique. The survey data were analyzed using SPSS. Percentage was used to understand the perception and attitudes towards digital financial services. The hypotheses were tested using Chi-Square. 
Results: Gender and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services are not independent (P = 0.000). Age and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services are not independent (P = 0.000). Gender and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services are independent ( P = 0.065). Age and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services are not independent (P= 0.000)
Conclusion: The study reveals that Debit cards and UPI apps are the digital financial services being used by most people in rural areas in the Malappuram district. Digital loans and online insurance policies are not popular among them. Benefits perceived by them in the usage of digital financial services are easy to use and the aspect of time-saving. Difficulty faced in the usage by most of the people are forgetting user ID and password. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

[bookmark: _Hlk200790985][bookmark: _Hlk200792801]Digitalization and use of technology is the mantra that is transforming every business all over the world. Digitalization of operations and services makes it more convenient, user-friendly, less costly, and any time anywhere accessible. As regards banking and financial services use of technology and digitalisation has a great role to play in several aspects (Dash Manoranjan et al.,2012). Among financial services banking related services are needed by everyone at every time. Penetration of traditional banking institutions in rural areas has been limited by factors such as geographical remoteness, inadequate infrastructure, and lower levels of financial literacy among the population. As a result millions of rural people have excluded from organized banking and financial services (Sivakumar HN et al., 2024).  Traditional banking-related financial services are time-consuming and involve a lot of hindrances in enjoying hassle-free services due its the very nature of the bureaucratic style of face-to-face delivery of services. In the modern world delivery of services must be innovative, quick, and free from time and geographic restrictions. Universal availability of internet facilities, availability of digital devices to the major sections of society, and mobile phones’ penetration into the common man’s daily life have made the playing field for the delivery of all financial services especially banking-related financial services in digital form (Osman Demirdogan et al.,2010). Digital banking has played a transformative force in advancing financial inclusion within rural economies. By leveraging technology, it has bridged the gap between formal financial institutions and underserved populations, providing accessible, cost-effective, and secure financial services (Joydeep Mookerjee et al., 2025). Digital financial services enhances the consistency and competency of the financial system which will help it to provide services in a less rigid way to rural people increasing their financial well-being (NP Abul Azeez & S.M. Jawed Akatar, 2021). The advent of digital financial inclusion has transcended geographical barriers providing individuals in remote and underserved regions with access to financial services previously beyond their reach (Shikah Soni & Babita Singh, 2023). Digital finance service providers offer several new financial products finance related software and unique mode of client communication and interaction (Bharat Ram Dhungana e al.,2023). While managing finance using digital channel people face less barriers comparing to traditional banking services which means that providing financial services digitally will make these services more accessible to them (Vishakha Jain, 2022). Debit cards, credit cards, internet banking, mobile banking, and UPI-based payment apps are the main digital financial services popular in India. The benefits of digitalization must be available to every person irrespective of their place of residence, income, educational qualification, and any other parameters used for getting people into classes.  “No one should be left behind” – That must be the motto of digitalization. Financial services have transformed into digital form to a great extent. It has lot of benefits due to its various positive aspects like convenience, reduced cost, user friendly, and accessibility without the time and place barriers. But such digital transformation should not result in a digital divide based on urban and rural classification. The benefits of digital transformation in financial services should be available to urban and rural people alike. Digital financial services have a great role to play in enhancing financial inclusion among rural people. Expansion of digital financial inclusion can contribute to the development of sustainable rural economy and revitalization of rural communities (Njige Magreth George et al.,2024). Potential of digital payments may be used for economic empowerment and inclusive growth of rural population (Shankar Prasad et al.,2024). Since mobile based digital payment system simplifies financial transactions , it has a crucial role in advancing financial inclusion (Mohammed Imdadul Haque et al.,2025). Mobile banking system is very much appropriate for rural places given that it is easily accessible, cheaper, comfortable and faster for sending and receiving money. It may lead to an increase in financial activity in rural areas which support economic growth of that region ( Sharan Kumar Shetty et al., 2023). So, a study for understanding the usage of digital financial services has significance. This study tries to understand various digital financial services used, the period, frequency, and purposes of usage, hindrances in the usage, benefits perceived in the usage, and the sources that gave them awareness about the digital financial services used by the rural people in Malappuram district in Kerala. Malappuram district is an economically and educationally backward region in the Kerala state. To understand the usage and popularity of digital financial services, this region was selected for the present study.

2. Objectives of the study

    The specific objectives of the study are 
i. To study the pattern of usage of digital financial services by rural people
ii. To examine the difficulties and benefits perceived by rural people in using digital financial services 
iii. To study the perception of different genders and age groups towards convenience and security in the usage of digital financial services

3. Review of literature

A review of the literature helps to understand the research gap that is prevailing and enables us to conduct further studies in the concerned area. 
[bookmark: _Hlk200689702][bookmark: _Hlk200655522][bookmark: _Hlk200802854] Joydeep Mookarjee et al., (2025) says that Digital banking platforms have significantly reduced geographical and infrastructural barriers, enabling rural populations to access financial services. The key benefit of  mobile based digital payment system is its capacity to facilitate instant and seamless transactions without requiring a traditional bank branch visit, thereby lowering barriers to accessing financial services for previously underserved populations (Mohammed Imdadul Haque et al.,2025). Government should induce rural population to use digital financial services since it promotes education, poverty alleviation and agricultural activity and thus lead to rural revitalization (Njige Magreth George et al.,2024). Sivakumar HN et al., (2024)  in their study found that Digital finance, including mobile banking and digital wallets, has significantly expanded access to formal banking services in rural India. The study conducted by Shankar Prasad et al.,(2024) reveals that digital payment adoption in rural India significantly helps for enhancing financial inclusion among rural people. The benefits of digital financial inclusion are increased accessibility, lower costs, improved efficiency, financial literacy, economic empowerment, and reduced cash dependency (Shikah Soni & Babita Singh, 2023) . According to D.Ravi (2022) reduction in data charges and demonetization are the reasons for the rapid growth in digital financial services in India. People will use digital financial services only if it is convenient, reliable, secure and less costly. Bharat Ram Dhungana et al.,(2023) says that Mobile banking is the most popular digital financial service. While adopting digital financial services, consumers give more importance to factors such as security, convenience, and adaptability. The study conducted by Sharan Kumar Shetty et al., (2023) reveals that usability, convenience, timing and ease in interbank account activities are the biggest advantages of digital financial services as identified by residents in rural areas.  Having an understanding of the factors that influence the perception of people about digital banking is very useful to policymakers and financial institutions for framing appropriate strategies for enhancing the adoption of digital financial services by the people. Availability of internet, increase in the usage of digital devices and initiatives of the government like ‘Digital India’ for promoting cash less transactions are making people users digital financial services. Demonetisation has also contributed widely to the popularisation of digital financial services. UPI payments is the most used payment system due to its security and convenient aspects (Prakash M., 2022). Vishakh Jain (2022)’s study shows that there is lack awareness in rural areas about digital financial services and rural people have a fear of security in using digital financial services. The study conducted by Elena Moreno Gracia et al., (2021) focused on satisfaction of the students towards five digital financial services; Internet banking, Mobile Banking, Mobile wallet, Credit cards and Debit Cards. This study tried to measure satisfaction level of students in these five digital financial services based on twelve aspects like convenience, adaptability, affordability, security, user-friendliness, low trailing fee, accurate synchronization, online monthly statement, quick financial decision making, and interbank account accessibility. According to NP Abul Azeez & S.M. Jawed Akatar (2021) usage of digital financial services is low among  women in rural areas because of low literacy rate. Tapiwanashe James Museba et al.,(2020) in their research paper identified that Mobile money account in Uganda helps to extend banking services to persons in unbanked regions and thus lead to financial inclusion. It also helps to bring sustainable development because Gender and regional equality can be ensured with the usage of mobile-based payments.

[bookmark: _Hlk200267120]2. Research Methodology

A quantitative descriptive research design was used for conducting the study. Since this study intends to examine the perception of the usage of digital financial services among people residing in rural areas in the Malappuram district, a self-structured questionnaire was distributed in the said area. The questionnaire was distributed among 280 respondents who were selected based on the judgment sampling of the Non probability sampling technique. Data so collected have been arranged in Tabular form. To satisfy the objectives of the study Chi-square test has been used to test the hypotheses. 
  The following hypotheses have been farmed for conducting this study
     H01 : Gender and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services are independent
     H02 : Age and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services are independent
     H03 : Gender and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services are independent
    H04 : Age and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services are independent

[bookmark: _Hlk200267780]3. results and discussion

1. [bookmark: _Hlk200267844]To study the demographic characteristics of the respondents 
                   Table  1.  the demographic features of the respondents
	Demographic characteristics
	Frequency
	Percentage

	
Sex
	Male
	168
	60%

	
	Female
	112
	40%

	
	Total
	280
	100%

	

Age
	Below 20
	18
	6.4%

	
	20-30
	19
	6.8%

	
	30-40
	113
	40.4%

	
	40-50
	93
	33.2%

	
	Above 50
	37
	13.2%

	
	Total
	280
	100%

	
Educational qualification
	Matriculation
	35
	12.5%

	
	Plus two
	97
	34.6%

	
	Graduation
	63
	22.5%

	
	Post Garaduation
	48
	17.2%

	
	Diploma
	37
	13.2%

	
	Total
	280
	100%

	

Occupation
	Daily wage
	37
	13.2%

	
	Private sector job
	74
	26.4%

	
	Government job
	75
	26.8%

	
	Self employed
	56
	20%

	
	Business
	38
	13.6%

	
	Total
	280
	100%

	Monthly Income
	Below Rs.15,000
	55
	19.6%

	
	15,000 – 25,000
	82
	29.3%

	
	25,000-35,000
	38
	13.6%

	
	35,000-45,000
	56
	20%

	
	Above 45,000
	49
	17.5%

	
	Total
	280
	100%


 

                
                 
                   


                   


  Source : Primary data

        Table 1 shows that 60% of the respondents are male and 40% are female. Respondents belonging to the age group 30-40 and 40-50 are 40.4% and 33.2% respectively. Qualification of 34.6% of the respondents are Plus Two, at the same time 22.5% and 17.2% of the respondents are Graduates and Post Graduates respectively. Respondents who are employed in Government sector and Private sector are 26.8% and 26.4% respectively. 19.6% of the respondents have monthly income below Rs.15,000 and 17.5% of the respondents have monthly income above Rs.45,000.

2. To study the digital financial services used by the respondents
   Table 2. digital financial services used by the respondents
	[bookmark: _Hlk171242678]Digital financial services used
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Internet Banking
	146
	52.1%

	Mobile Banking
	163
	58.2%

	UPI Apps
	268
	95.7%

	Credit Card
	57
	20.4%

	Debit Card
	280
	100%

	Digital loan
	5
	1.8%

	Digital Insurance
	12
	4.29%

	Online stock trading and investment
	9
	3.2%


Source: Primary data
Table 2 reveals that 100% of the respondents have used Debit cards and 95.7% of the respondents have used UPI Apps. 58.2% of the respondents has used Mobile banking and 52.1% of the respondents have used Internet banking. Only 20.4% of the respondents have used Credit card. Digital loans and Digital Insurance services were used by 1.8% and 4.29% of the respondents respectively. Online stock trading and investment was used by 3.2% of the respondents. 
3. To study the frequency of usage of digital financial services

    Table 3.  the frequency of usage of digital financial services 
	Frequency of usage 
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Every day
	198
	70.7%

	Sometimes in a week
	63
	22.5%

	Sometimes in a month
	19
	6.8%

	Total
	280
	100%


Source: Primary data
    As per table 3, Percentage of respondents who use digital financial services every day are 70.7% and 6.8% of the respondents are using digital financial services sometimes in a month.22.5% of the respondents used digital financial services some times in a week.
4. To study the purposes of using digital financial services
Table 4. the purpose of using digital financial services  
	Purpose of usage
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Bill payment at Shops and Supermarkets
	262
	93.6%

	Utility bill payment
	180
	64.3%

	Bill payments at restaurants
	228
	81.4%

	Movies and entertainment
	164
	58.6%

	Bill payment at Hospitals and Pharmacy
	183
	65.4%

	Online shopping payment
	125
	44.6%

	Fund transfer
	197
	70.4%

	Savings and Investment
	53
	18.9%

	Meet fund requirement 
	5
	1.8%


             Source: Primary data
            Table 4 depicts that  93.6% of the respondents are using digital financial services for bill payment at shops and super markets, 81.4% of the respondents are using for bill payment at restaurants and 70.4% of the respondents are using digital financial services for fund transfer. Percentage of respondents who used digital financial services for utility bill payment, movies and entertainment, bill payment at hospitals and pharmacy, online shopping payment, savings and investment  and meeting fund requirements are 64.3%, 58.6%, 65.4%, 44.6%, 18.9% and 1.8% respectively. 
5. To Examine the difficulties in using digital financial services
Table 5. the difficulties in using digital financial services
	Difficulties in the usage
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Problems with internet coverage
	123
	43.9%

	Problems with devices used 
	84
	30%

	Forgetting user ID and password
	211
	75.4%

	Forgetting MPIN
	187
	66.8%

	Delay in getting OTP
	127
	45.4%

	Frequent block of user
	95
	33.9%


Source: Primary data
 Table 5 explains that difficulty faced by 75.4% of the respondents in using digital financial service is ‘forgetting user ID and password’. The problem ‘delay in getting OTP’ is faced by 45.4% of the respondents. The difficulties such as ‘problems with internet coverage’, ‘problems with devises used’, ‘forgetting MPIN’, ‘frequent block of user’ were faced by 43.9%, 30%, 66.8% and 33.9% of the respondents respectively. 

6. To Examine the benefits perceived in the usage of digital financial services

Table 6. benefits perceived in the usage of digital financial services
	Benefits perceived
	       Frequency
	Percentage

	Easy
	248
	88.6%

	Time-saving 
	222
	79.3%

	Secure
	151
	53.9%

	Cost saving
	98
	35%

	Hygiene
	183
	65.4%


Source: Primary data

‘Easy to use’ is the most important benefit of using digital financial services according to 88.6% of the respondents as given in Table 6. 79.3% of the respondents see ‘time saving’ as an important benefit of using digital financial service. 53.9% of the respondents perceived ‘security’ as the benefit of using digital financial services and 35% of the respondents perceived ‘cost saving’ as the benefit. 

7. To understand the sources of awareness about digital financial services

   Table 7.  the sources of awareness about digital financial services  
	Source of awareness
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Office of the service provider
	85
	30.4%

	Advertisement by the service provider
	157
	56.1%

	Friends and Kin
	183
	65.4%

	Videos and write-ups in social media
	164
	58.6%

	Financial literacy programmes
	99
	35.4%


Source: Primary data

Table 7 explains that 65.4% of the respondents see ‘friends and kin’ as the source of awareness about digital financial services. 56.1% of the respondents consider ‘advertisement by the service provider’ as the source of awareness. 58.6% of the respondents identified ‘Videos and write-ups in social media’ as the source of awareness. Percentage of respondents who see ‘Financial literacy programmes’ as the source is 35.4% of the respondents.  

8. To test independence between gender and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services

Table 8. Gender of the respondents 
	Gender of the respondents

	Do you think digital financial services are convenient to use?

	
	Yes
	No
	Total

	Male
	131 (78%)
	37 (22%) 
	168 (100%)

	Female
	37 (33%)
	75 (67%) 
	112 (100%)

	Total
	168 (60%)
	112 (40%)
	280 (100%)



    Source: Primary data

78% of male respondents and 37% of the female respondents perceived that digital financial services are convenient to use. 22% of the male respondents and 67% of female respondents perceived that digital financial services are not convenient to use. 
                                                   Table 9. Results of Chi-Square Test (Gender)
	
	Value
	Df
	Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)

	Pearson Chi-Square
	56.550a
	1
	.000

	Likelihood Ratio
	57.632
	1
	.000

	Linear-by-Linear Association
	56.348
	1
	.000

	N of Valid Cases
	280
	
	


Source: Primary data

P Value is less than significance level (.01). So we reject the null hypothesis that gender and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services are independent. 

9. To test independence between age and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services 

Table 10.  Cross tabulation for Age of the respondents 

	Age of the respondents
	Do you think digital financial services are convenient to use?

	
	Yes
	No
	Total

	Below 20
	18 (100%)
	0
	18 (100%)

	20-30
	19 (100%)
	0
	19 (100%)

	30-40
	56 (49.6%)
	57 (50.4%)
	113 (100%)

	40-50
	56 (60.2%)
	37 (39.8%)
	93 (100%)

	Above 50
	19 (51.4%)
	18 (48.6%)
	37 (100%)

	Total
	168 (60%)
	112 (40%)
	280 (100%)



     Source: Primary data

 100% of the respondents belonging to the age group ‘Below 20’, 100% of the respondents in the age group ‘20-30’, 49.6% of the respondents in the age group ‘30-40’, 60.2% of the respondents in the age group ‘40-50’ and 51.4% of the respondents in the age group ‘Above 50’ perceive digital financial services are convenient to use. 50.4% of the respondents belonging to the age group ‘30-40’, 39.8% of the respondents in the age group ‘40-50’, 48.6% of the respondents in the age group ‘Above 50’ perceive that digital financial services are not convenient to use. 

	Table 11. Result of Chi-Square Tests (age)

	
	Value
	df
	Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)

	Pearson Chi-Square
	30.956a
	4
	.000

	Likelihood Ratio
	43.962
	4
	.000

	Linear-by-Linear Association
	11.496
	1
	.001

	N of Valid Cases
	280
	
	




 Source: Primary data
  P Value is less than significance level (.01). So we reject the null hypothesis that age and perception towards convenience in the usage of digital financial services are independent. 

10. To test independence between gender and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services

Table 12. Digital financial services 

	Gender of the respondents
	      Do you think digital financial services are secure to use?

	
	Yes
	No
	Total

	Male
	94 (55.9%)
	74 (44.1%)
	168 (100%)

	Female
	75 (66.9%)
	37 (33.1%)
	112 (100%)

	Total
	169 (60%)
	111 (40%)
	280 (100%)


 Source : Primary data
55.9% of  male respondents and 66.9% of the female respondents perceive that digital financial services are secure to use. 44.1% of the male respondents and 33.1% of the female respondents thinks that digital financial services are not secure to use.

	
	Value
	df
	Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)

	Pearson Chi-Square
	3.406a
	1
	.065

	Likelihood Ratio
	3.437
	1
	.064

	Linear-by-Linear Association
	3.393
	1
	.065

	N of Valid Cases
	280
	
	


Table 13. Result of Chi-Square Test (financial service)
       Source: Primary data 
                 
P-value is greater than the level of significance (.01). So we accept the null hypothesis that gender and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services are independent. 
11. To test independence between age and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services

Table 14. Security of digital financial services

	
	Do you think digital financial services are secure to use?

	Age of the respondents

	Yes
	No
	Total

	Below 20
	0
	18 (100%)
	18 (100%)

	20-30
	19 (100%)
	0
	19 (100%)

	30-40
	57 (50.4%)
	56 (49.6%)
	113 (100%)

	40-50
	56 (60.2%)
	37 (39.8%)
	93 (100%)

	Above 50
	37 (100%)
	0
	37 (100%)

	Total
	169 (60.4%)
	111 (39.6%)
	280 (100%)


    Source: Primary data
        
100% of the respondents belonging to the age groups ‘20-30’, 50.4% of the respondents in the age group 30-40, 60.2% of the respondents in the age group 40-50 and 100% of the respondents in the age group ‘above 50’ think that digital financial services are secure to use. 100% of the respondents belonging to the age group ‘below 20’, 49.6% of the respondents in the age group ’30-40’, 39.8% of the respondents in the age group ’40-50 think that digital financial services are not secure to use. 
              
	[bookmark: _GoBack]Table 15. Result of Chi-Square Tests (Security of digital financial services)

	
	Value
	Df
	Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)

	Pearson Chi-Square
	68.830a
	4
	.000

	Likelihood Ratio
	94.402
	4
	.000

	Linear-by-Linear Association
	27.312
	1
	.000

	N of Valid Cases
	280
	
	


  Source : Primary data

P- Value is less than level of significance (.01). So we reject the null hypothesis that age and perception towards security in the usage of digital financial services are independent


4. Conclusion

The most used digital financial service among rural is Debit cards and UPI apps. Digital loan, online insurance and online stock trading and investments are used by very few people. Majority of rural people are found to be using digital financial services every day. Digital financial services are mostly used by rural people for payment at Shops and supermarkets. Forgetting user id and password is found to be the major difficulty face by them. Easy to use and time saving are the benefits perceived by most of the rural people. 

Consent 
As per international standards or university standards, respondents’ written consent has been collected and preserved by the author(s).
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