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Abstract 
Financial literacy has traditionally been studied as a key determinant of individual financial decision-making, 

wealth accumulation, and long-term economic well-being. However, its potential contribution to sustainable 

development remains comparatively underexplored in the academic literature. Drawing on evidence from 

previous empirical and conceptual studies, this study proposes a framework to understand the relationship 

between financial literacy and sustainable development, highlighting the mechanisms through which financial 

literacy may contribute to the achievement of selected United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

particularly in terms of economic resilience, social inclusion, and intergenerational sustainability. The literature 

suggests that financial literacy may support sustainable development through its association with savings 

behaviour, financial inclusion, retirement preparedness, and long-term decision-making. By bringing together 

evidence that has largely remained fragmented across different research streams, the study highlights the 

potential role of financial education as a public policy instrument within broader sustainability and governance 

frameworks. 

Keywords Financial Literacy · Economic Stability · Vulnerable Groups · Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) · Robust Governance 

1. Introduction: The Relevance of the Financial Education 

Financial education is understood as the process through which individuals acquire understanding of financial 

concepts and risks, as well as the skills and confidence to apply such knowledge to make effective decisions 

in a variety of financial contexts (Lusardi and Mitchell, 2014, Huston, 2010). It is particularly beneficial for 

vulnerable populations, such as those with lower incomes, women, and the elderly, by providing them with the 

knowledge necessary to avoid financial exclusion. In this sense, financial education programs can positively 

influence financial behaviours and reduce the likelihood of making financial mistakes. 

This broader understanding of financial education aligns with the international evidence. Carpena et al. 

(2015) and Xu and Zia (2012) evaluated financial education programs in developing countries and found that 

participants improved their financial behaviours related to saving and investing. This is particularly useful in 

contexts of extreme poverty, where lack of financial literacy can be an additional barrier to economic 

improvement. In developed countries, national programs have also yielded promising results. In Italy, the 2020 

IACOFI survey showed that financial knowledge significantly improved participation in financial markets and 

preferences for ethical finance (Aristei and Gallo, 2021). In the U.S., mandates for financial education in high 

schools have led to better financial literacy scores, reduced household debt, improved credit scores, and greater 

savings (Kaiser and Lusardi, 2024). In Spain, Bachiller and Martín Vallespín (2026) found that financial 
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education programs have contributed to improving financial literacy levels, reflecting a positive trend in 

society. In Portugal, Sebastiao et al. (2024) found that financial literacy is higher among older, wealthier, and 

more educated males, particularly those living in urban areas or with a background in finance. The study also 

highlights that younger individuals tend to overestimate their financial knowledge. 

Despite the general consensus on the benefits of financial education, some authors are critical of how 

financial education is being implemented. Willis (2008) argues that financial education may be insufficient to 

protect consumers from the risks of the modern financial market. Similarly, Fernandes et al. (2014) found that 

financial education interventions only have modest effects on financial behaviours. Hastings et al. (2013) 

highlight that financial education can positively influence financial behaviour, its impacts vary depending on 

the context and quality of the educational program. They suggest that it is necessary to complement financial 

education with effective public policies that address structural inequalities and provide a more accessible 

financial environment. In this regard, microfinance organisations are an example of bodies that emerges as an 

effective tool for implementing these programs, given that these institutions align their mission with the support 

and empowerment of citizens (Battilana and Dorado, 2017). 

The effectiveness of financial education programs depends largely on the timing and teaching methodology. 

Kaiser and Lusardi (2024) suggest that financial literacy programs should be continuous and adaptive, 
reflecting the complexity of financial markets and the specific needs of different population segments. To 

achieve sustainable financial behaviour, such programs should not only address fundamental financial concepts 

but also provide practical skills that can be applied in real-world scenarios, thereby enhancing confidence 

(Braunstein and Welch, 2002). Furthermore, recent evidence suggests that financial literacy itself may depend 

on the acquisition of broader cognitive and educational competencies. In this regard, Bachiller and Martín 

Vallespín (2026) argue that transversal skills, particularly mathematical reasoning, constitute essential 

cognitive foundations for understanding sophisticated financial concepts. Their findings suggest that the 

development of financial literacy should not be viewed as an isolated educational outcome, but rather as part 

of a broader human capital formation process in which general education play a critical role. 

Financial literacy can be promoted with free government-sponsored courses, integrating financial education 

requirements into welfare programs, or incentives such as subsidies or tax benefits to participants. These 

strategies can help overcome motivational and structural barriers that often limit participation among 

vulnerable populations (Lang et al., 2024). 

Despite this growing body of evidence on the benefits of financial literacy for individual financial 

outcomes, its contribution to sustainable development has received comparatively limited attention. Existing 

studies tend to focus on private economic benefits, such as savings behaviour, debt management, and 

retirement planning, while offering only fragmented insights into how financial education may support broader 

societal objectives. 

This study explores the links between financial education and sustainable development by reviewing some 

of the most relevant previous studies on financial literacy, financial capability, and sustainable financial 

behaviour. More specifically, the paper examines how financial education may contribute to the achievement 

of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by fostering economically resilient, socially 

inclusive, and long-term financial decision-making. 

This manuscript is organized as follows. The first section examines the importance of financial education. 

The second section explores the relationship between financial education and the Sustainable Development 

Goals. Finally, the third section discusses the policy implications and concludes. 

2. Financial Education and the Sustainability Development Goals 

Although the potential contribution to sustainable development remains comparatively underexplored in the 

academic literature, a growing body of research suggests that financial literacy extends beyond individual 

wealth optimization and may generate broader economic and social externalities. In particular, financial 

literacy can generate positive externalities that directly contribute to several objectives included in the United 

Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (see Figure 1). The relationship between financial literacy 

and sustainable development is based on the idea that financially capable individuals make more informed 

decisions regarding borrowing, investment, entrepreneurship, and long-term planning, strengthening 

household resilience and economic and social systems. Recent evidence suggests that financial education may 
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play a strategic role in addressing structural challenges such as inequality, gender gaps, and economic 

vulnerability. 

 

Figure 1. United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Source: United Nations (2025) 

Building on previous literature, Table 1 summarizes the main Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that 

can be directly or indirectly influenced by financial education. 

Table 1. SGD related to financial education.  

Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG)  

Relationship with 

Previous Literature  
Key points  Previous studies  

SDG 1: End poverty in all 

its forms everywhere  

Previous literature 

identifies poverty 

eradication as a 

fundamental global 

challenge for sustainable 

development.  

• Poverty is understood not only as a 

lack of income, but also as a 

deficiency of basic capabilities. 

Financial education is presented as a 

key tool for enabling individuals to 

escape poverty through a better 

economic decision-making process. 

• Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) initiatives are expected to 

adopt approaches to reduce poverty 

in the communities where 

companies operate. 

• Commercial hybrid microfinance 

organizations aim to combine 

support for poor populations with 

banking logic to meet the growing 

demand for loans in disadvantaged 

communities.  

Battilana and Dorado (2010) 

Behrman et al. (2012) 

Bradshaw (2007) 

Osuji and Obibuaku (2016). 

Sen (1976)  

Source: Self-elaborated based on previous literature (see Annex 1) 
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Table 1 (cont.). SGD related to financial education.  

Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG)  

Relationship with 

Previous Literature  
Key points  Previous studies  

SDG 4: Ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality 

education and promote 

lifelong learning 

opportunities for all  

Literature highlights 

financial education as an 

essential component of 

human capital.  

• Financial literacy is defined as the 

combination of knowledge, skills, 

and behaviours necessary to achieve 

individual financial well-being. 

• Many governments have 

established public institutions to 

certify and ensure the quality of 

financial education programs, 

recognizing them as a response to 

the increasing complexity of the 

modern financial system.  

Chabaefe and Qutieshat 

(2024) 

Fernandes et al. (2014) 

Huston (2010) 

McCormick (2009)  

SDG 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls  

Studies points to the 

existence of a gender gap 

in financial knowledge.  

• Significant differences are found in 

financial literacy levels between 

men and women, positioning women 

as a vulnerable group in terms of 

financial literacy. 

• Education initiatives are often 

specifically targeted at women, 

recognizing that women are the 

heads of household and that their 

access to credit has a strong 

multiplier effect on family well-

being.  

Bruhn and Zia (2011) 

Lusardi and Mitchell (2008) 

Lusardi and Tufano (2015)  

SDG 8: Promote sustained, 

inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth, full and 

productive employment 

and decent work for all  

Financial literacy and 

entrepreneurship are 

positively associated with 

economic resilience and 

growth.  

• Youth entrepreneurship programs 

focused on financial and business 

literacy aim to improve the survival 

of youth-led businesses, thereby 

reducing unemployment among 

young people. 

• Trust in markets and financial 

institutions, strengthened through 

financially educated citizens, is 

considered essential for stable 

macroeconomic growth.  

Aristei et al. (2025) 

Bellocchi and Travaglini 

(2024) 

Drexler et al. (2014) 

Pambudi et al. (2024)  

SDG 10: Reduce inequality 

within and among 

countries  

Financial inclusion is 

explicitly identified as a 

mechanism to reduce 

inequalities.  

• A lack of financial knowledge 

contributes to the financial and 

social exclusion of vulnerable 

groups. 

• Access to financial services and 

education is viewed as a 

socioeconomic right that helps 

address structural inequalities.  

Bazley et al. (2021) 

Chabaefe and Qutieshat 

(2024) 

Osuji and Obibuaku (2016) 

Steen and MacKenzie(2013) 

Willis (2008)  

SDG 17: Partnerships for 

the Goals  

Previous literature 

emphasizes the importance 

of effective public-private 

partnerships to address 

poverty and financial 

education challenges.  

• NGOs and community 

organizations can strengthen their 

impact by building partnerships with 

financial institutions and public 

agencies to support financial 

education programs.  

Battilana and Dorado (2010) 

Bruhn and Zia (2011) 

Osuji and Obibuaku (2016)  

Source: Self-elaborated based on previous literature (see Annex 1) 

First, financial education contributes to SDG 1 (No Poverty) by improving households’ ability to allocate 

resources efficiently, avoid excessive indebtedness, and accumulate savings, thereby reducing financial 

vulnerability. Evidence suggests that financial education initiatives influence not only financial knowledge but 

also actual financial behaviours. In their comprehensive meta-analysis of 188 empirical studies, Miller et al. 

(2015) identify robust positive effects of financial education on savings behaviour, although more limited 

effects on debt default prevention, reinforcing its contribution to poverty reduction and long-term household 

stability. 
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Second, financial literacy directly supports SDG 4 (Quality Education), as it constitutes an essential 

component of human capital formation. As argued by Lusardi and Mitchell (2014), financial knowledge should 

be considered a core life skill in increasingly complex financial environments. 

Moreover, previous research consistently identifies a gender gap in financial knowledge, linking financial 

education with SDG 5 (Gender Equality). Targeted educational initiatives aimed at women not only improve 

financial autonomy but also generate positive spillover effects on household welfare and children's education. 

From a macroeconomic perspective, financial literacy also contributes to SDG 8 (Decent Work and 

Economic Growth) by strengthening entrepreneurial capabilities, improving investment decisions, and 

fostering confidence in financial institutions. 

Likewise, access to financial education and financial services supports SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) by 

promoting financial inclusion among traditionally underserved populations. 

Finally, the implementation of effective financial education strategies frequently requires collaboration 

between governments, educational institutions, financial regulators, and private organizations, directly 

supporting SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). 

These relationships suggest that financial literacy should not be viewed exclusively as an individual 

economic competence, but rather as a multidimensional capability capable of generating measurable 
contributions across several pillars of sustainable development. These multiple sustainability outcomes can be 

conceptually grouped into three broader dimensions: economic, social, and intergenerational sustainability. 

Economic sustainability encompasses households’ ability to generate long-term financial resilience, 

accumulate assets, and cope with economic shocks. In SDG terms, this dimension is closely linked to poverty 

reduction (SDG 1) and sustainable economic growth (SDG 8). 

Financial literacy contributes to social sustainability by reducing financial vulnerability and improving 

inclusion. This dimension is directly aligned with SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 

10 (Reduced Inequalities), and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). Financial education not only enhances 

access to financial knowledge and formal financial services, but also helps reduce structural inequalities 

affecting women, low-income households, older adults, and other financially excluded groups. 

Financial literacy contributes to intergenerational sustainability by encouraging retirement preparedness 

and long-term resource management, thereby helping ensure that current financial decisions do not 

compromise the well-being of future generations. Although not explicitly linked to a single Sustainable 

Development Goal, this dimension is closely connected to the long-term logic underpinning SDG 1 (No 

Poverty), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), particularly through 

life-cycle financial planning and the transmission of economic capabilities across generations. Financial 

literacy helps ensure that current financial decisions do not compromise the economic well-being of future 

generations. 

3. Policy Implications and Conclusions 

The findings of this study have important implications for policymakers, educational institutions, and financial 

regulators. 
First, financial education should be integrated throughout the educational life cycle, beginning in early 

schooling and continuing into adulthood. By integrating these concepts into school curricula and encouraging 

discussions at home, habits such as saving and responsible spending are developed. 

Second, public interventions should prioritize vulnerable groups, including low-income households, 

women, older adults, and digitally excluded populations. Adapting educational content to the specific needs of 

these communities empowers them to overcome financial exclusion. Targeted resources can empower women 

financially, protect seniors from fraud, and offer low-income individuals the practical skills required to achieve 

economic security. 

Third, national financial education strategies should explicitly align with broader sustainable development 

agendas, recognizing financial literacy as a strategic public good. Strengthening partnerships with the private 

sector is strategic for expanding financial education. Collaborative efforts between governments, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), and financial institutions facilitate the sharing of expertise. These 

alliances allow for the development of innovative digital tools and specialized workshops that might otherwise 

be unavailable due to a lack of resources. Financial education should also be understood as a component of 



6 Journal of Sustainability (2026) 2:1, 1-8 

 

 

robust governance frameworks for sustainable development. In this regard, embedding financial education 

within governance structures may directly support the objectives of the United Nations SDGs, particularly 

those related to strong institutions and effective partnerships. 

Finally, financial education alone is insufficient to ensure adequate economic management without a solid 

foundation in general education and mathematical skills. In this sense, the OECD (2016) suggests that 

integrating financial education within a broader educational framework, including transversal skills like critical 

thinking and problem-solving, can significantly enhance the outcomes of financial education initiatives. 

In conclusion, this study argues that financial literacy should no longer be understood solely as an individual 

economic competence. Instead, it should be recognized as a strategic capability that contributes to building 

economically resilient, socially inclusive, and intergenerationally sustainable societies. Financial literacy is a 

key driver of sustainable development, fostering responsible financial behaviour, retirement preparedness, 

resilience, and long-term decision-making However, the effectiveness of financial education initiatives 

ultimately depends on the existence of robust governance frameworks capable of translating financial 

knowledge into sustainable and inclusive public outcomes. In this regard, transparent institutions, effective 

regulation, and coordinated public-private strategies play a key role in aligning responsible financial behaviour 

with the broader objectives of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Future research could build upon the framework proposed in this study by examining its empirical validity 

across different countries and institutional settings. In particular, further research is needed to identify which 

dimensions of financial education are most strongly associated with economic resilience, social inclusion, and 

intergenerational sustainability, and whether these relationships vary across vulnerable population groups. A 

deeper understanding of these mechanisms would contribute to the design of more effective financial education 

policies and their alignment with sustainable development objectives. 
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