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ABSTRACT

Financial inclusion remains a critical driver of poverty reduction, capital formation, and economic empowerment in
developing economies like Nigeria. This study empirically assesses the role of PolyUnwana Microfinance Bank Nigeria
Limited in promoting financial inclusion across its dual operational base—serving academic stakeholders (staff and
students) at the Akanu Ibiam Federal Polytechnic Unwana campus, as well as informal commercial clusters (petty
traders, transport operators, rice millers, and agrarian producers) at the Eke Market branch in Afikpo, Ebonyi State.
Utilizing a cross-sectional survey research design, primary data were gathered using a structured questionnaire
administered to a representative sample of 120 key respondents (n = 60 campus-based clients and n = 60 market-based
clients). Descriptive statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) and Multiple Linear Regression analysis via SPSS were
employed to evaluate key microfinance mechanisms: savings mobilization, micro-credit delivery, financial advisory
services, and digital banking reach against financial inclusion outcomes. The empirical findings reveal that low-barrier
deposit channels, specifically the PolyUnwana Daily Savings Scheme (PDSS) (1 = 0.412, p < 0.05), and targeted micro-
credit facilities (2 = 0.354, p < 0.05) exert a statistically significant positive effect on banking penetration and micro-
enterprise growth. However, loan processing delays and limited digital/USSD infrastructure (3 = 0.285, p < 0.05)
represent notable operational bottlenecks. The study concludes that institution-anchored microfinance banks serve as
vital dual-economic catalysts but require digital upgrading to optimize regional financial inclusion. Recommendations
include expanding mobile agent banking networks across market clusters, automating credit appraisal workflows for
rapid 48-hour disbursement, and establishing specialized agro-processing credit windows (ranging from ¥50,000 to
¥1,500,000).

Keywords: Financial Inclusion; Microfinance Banks; Polyunwana Microfinance Bank; Micro-Credit; Eke Market Afikpo;
Rice Millers; Unwana Community; Nigerian Naira (¥).
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1 INTRODUCTION

Financial inclusion—defined as the accessibility, availability, and active usage of formal financial services by all
segments of society, particularly low-income earners, informal traders, and rural communities—is recognized globally
as a foundational driver of sustainable economic development (Central Bank of Nigeria [CBN], 2018). In developing
economies, conventional Deposit Money Banks (DMBs) frequently exclude micro-entrepreneurs, smallholder farmers,
and informal traders due to stringent collateral demands, high account maintenance fees, and geographic concentration
in major urban centers (Akanbi & Odedokun, 2019).

To address these structural barriers, the Central Bank of Nigeria established a dedicated regulatory framework for
Microfinance Banks (MFBs). MFBs are structured to bridge financial gaps by delivering tailored credit, deposit, and
advisory services to micro-enterprises and vulnerable income groups operating with daily or weekly cash flows from
as low as ¥500 to ¥50,000 (Onaolapo, 2015). Recent empirical data from the EFInA Access to Financial Services in
Nigeria Survey (2023) emphasizes that while formal financial inclusion metrics have scaled nationally, rural informal
sectors and agricultural clusters continue to lag behind, underlining the imperative for localized microfinance
interventions.

PolyUnwana Microfinance Bank Nigeria Limited operates with a unique dual-constituency mandate:

* Academic Ecosystem:

Serving the immediate financial needs of Akanu Ibiam Federal Polytechnic Unwana, catering to staff salary accounts,
student deposit needs, and campus-based micro-vending operations.

= Commercial & Agricultural Hubs

Extending financial services through its strategic branch at Eke Market in Afikpo to non-academic commercial hubs—
specifically targeting petty traders, commercial rice millers, cassava processors, and regional agricultural producers
needing working capital loans typically between ¥20,000 and #1,000,000 (PolyUnwana MFB, 2022).

Evaluating how PolyUnwana MFB serves both campus-based and market-based clients offers critical empirical insights
into the role of institution-anchored MFBs in regional financial inclusion.

1.1 Statement of the Problem

Despite regulatory drives under Nigeria’s National Financial Inclusion Strategy (NFIS), a significant portion of rural
agricultural producers, market traders, and campus-based micro-vendors remain underserved by formal banking
channels. While campus-anchored MFBs often focus heavily on secure institutional payroll services, surrounding
informal commercial ecosystems—such as the agricultural processing hubs and market associations in Afikpo—
continue to struggle with credit access, rigid collateral demands, and seasonal cash flow instability.

A pronounced operational tension exists between serving a safe institutional academic population and managing the
higher risk exposure of uncollateralized agrarian and trade loans (often ranging from micro-advances of 10,000 to
facility expansions of 8500,000). There is a crucial empirical gap regarding how effectively a dual-focused MFB balances
institutional campus banking with rural agricultural and trade finance, particularly across distinct client demographics
(polytechnic staff/students versus Eke Market traders and rice millers). Furthermore, the extent to which digital
banking constraints moderate this financial inclusion drive requires formal econometric evaluation.

Objectives of the Study

The primary objective of this study is to assess the role of PolyUnwana Microfinance Bank Nigeria Limited in promoting
financial inclusion among its campus and off-campus client base. The specific objectives are to:

e Toexamine the effect of savings mobilization mechanisms (such as zero-balance accounts and the PolyUnwana
Daily Savings Scheme [PDSS]) on financial inclusion among campus stakeholders and Eke Market traders.

e To evaluate the impact of micro-credit accessibility and adequacy (facilities ranging from %20,000 to
¥1,000,000) on the operational growth of local micro-entrepreneurs, rice millers, and farmers.

e To determine the influence of financial advisory services and digital banking infrastructure on financial
inclusion outcomes across both operational bases.
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1.2 Research Questions

e How do deposit and savings schemes (such as PDSS) affect regular savings habits and financial inclusion among
campus stakeholders and Eke Market traders?

e  What is the impact of micro-credit accessibility on the operational viability of small business owners, rice
millers, and agrarian operators in Afikpo and Unwana?

e To what extent do digital banking reach and advisory services influence financial inclusion outcomes for
PolyUnwana MFB clients?

1.3  Statement of Hypotheses
To provide empirical direction, the following null hypotheses were tested at a 0.05 level of significance:
e HO1: Savings mobilization mechanisms have no significant effect on financial inclusion among clients of
PolyUnwana MFB.
e HO2: Micro-credit accessibility and adequacy do not significantly impact the operational growth of micro-
entrepreneurs in the study area.

e HO3: Digital banking infrastructure and advisory services have no significant effect on financial inclusion
outcomes.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 Theoretical Framework

2.1.1 Financial Intermediary Theory (Gurley & Shaw, 1960):

This theory posits that financial institutions minimize transaction costs and information asymmetry between net savers
and net borrowers. In microfinance, MFBs act as specialized intermediaries capable of mitigating information
asymmetry in informal markets through localized monitoring, social collateral (group guarantees), and relational
banking—thereby opening credit access (e.g., micro-loans of #30,000 to ¥#250,000) to micro-traders and smallholder
farmers lacking conventional titled assets (Allen & Santomero, 1998).

2.1.2 Modern Development Theory (Sen, 1999):

Asserts that widening access to formal financial institutions empowers low-income households and micro-
entrepreneurs to invest in capital assets, smooth consumption shocks, and build resilient livelihoods, serving as a direct
vehicle for poverty alleviation.

2.2 Empirical Review

Akanbi and Odedokun (2019) established that microfinance banks significantly stimulate informal sector capital
formation when tailored savings products are introduced. Onaolapo (2015) demonstrated that financial inclusion
broadens economic participation in developing regions, though operational bottlenecks such as poor digital
infrastructure and rigid credit appraisal often constrain outreach. Building on these studies, this research uniquely
investigates a dual-constituency institution servicing both an institutional academic community and an external
commercial/agricultural market cluster.

3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design

A cross-sectional survey research design was adopted, utilizing primary quantitative data collection via structured
questionnaires alongside descriptive and econometric modeling.

3.2 Areaof Study

The study was conducted across the dual operational base of PolyUnwana Microfinance Bank Nigeria Limited:

o The Akanu Ibiam Federal Polytechnic Unwana campus community.
e The commercial Eke Market and Rice Mill industrial cluster in Afikpo, Ebonyi State.
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3.3 Population, Sample Size, and Sampling Technique

The target population comprised active customers of PolyUnwana MFB across both locations. Utilizing a stratified
random sampling technique, a sample size of 120 respondents (N = 120) was drawn and split equally into two
operational strata:

e Campus-Based Stratum (n = 60): Academic and non-academic staff (n = 25), registered student micro-
vendors, and campus artisans (n = 35).

e Market-Based Stratum (n = 60): Eke Market petty traders (n = 30), commercial rice millers and cassava
processors from the Afikpo industrial cluster (n = 20), and local agrarian producers (n = 10).

3.4 Instrument for Data Collection

A structured 4-point Likert scale questionnaire titled Microfinance and Financial Inclusion Evaluation Questionnaire
(MIFIEQ) was utilized, weighted as: Strongly Agree (4), Agree (3), Disagree (2), and Strongly Disagree (1). Expertreview
confirmed content validity, and pilot testing yielded a Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient of o = 0.84.

3.5 Model Specification

To rigorously evaluate the empirical impact, a Multiple Linear Regression model was formulated:

e Model: FI = 30 + 1(SM) + 2(MC) + 3(DB) + ¢

e  Where:

e FI = Financial Inclusion Index (Dependent Variable measuring account usage, credit access, and transaction
frequency)

SM = Savings Mobilization (PDSS deposits & zero-balance accounts)

MC = Micro-Credit Accessibility & Adequacy (Credit volumes in ¥)

DB = Digital Banking & Advisory Reach (USSD, mobile channel accessibility, loan counseling)

B0 = Regression Intercept

B1, B2, B3 = Coefficients of the explanatory variables

€ = Stochastic Error Term

4 RESULTS

4.1 Descriptive Analysis

Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviation Analysis of PolyUnwana MFB Interventions (N = 120)

S/N | Evaluation Items by Research Objective | Campus Market Combined SD | Decision
Mean (Xc) | Mean Mean (Xt) Status
(Xm)

A Savings Mobilization & PDSS Effectiveness

PolyUnwana Daily Savings Scheme (PDSS) | 4.12 4.58 4.35 0.48 | Accepted
is accessible and supports small daily
deposit habits (from ¥200 to ¥2,000).

2. Zero-balance account openings (NO initial | 3.88 3.42 3.65 0.55 | Accepted
deposit) remove entry barriers for low-
income clients and students.

B Micro-Credit Accessibility & Adequacy

3. Loan processing timelines are swift and | 2.15 1.82 1.99 0.79 | Rejected
accommodate  immediate  operational
transaction needs.

4. Micro-credit volume (e.g, ¥50,000- | 2.68 2.30 2.49 0.64 | Rejected
¥500,000) satisfies working capital
requirements of traders and rice millers.

C Financial Literacy & Advisory Reach
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5. Regular loan counseling workshops | 3.10 3.45 3.28 0.51 | Accepted
improve business financial management
and ¥ repayment structures.
D Operational & Technological Bottlenecks
Inadequate mobile/USSD digital banking | 4.25 4.60 4.43 0.42 | Accepted
infrastructure limits real-time off-campus
reliability.
Source: Field Survey (2026); Decision Benchmark: Cutoff Mean = 2.50
4.2 Econometric Regression Analysis
Table 2: Model Summary and ANOVA Results
Model Metric Value | Model Diagnostics Value
R 0.794 | Sum of Squares (Regression) | 42.18
R? 0.630 | Mean Square (Regression) 14.06
Adjusted R? 0.611 | F-Statistic 65.42
Std. Error of Estimate | 0.312 | p-value (F-Test) 0.000
Durbin-Watson 1.914 | Sample Size (N) 120
Table 3: Multiple Regression Coefficients
Predictor Unstandardized Standard Standardized t- p-value (p
Variables Coefficients () Error (SE) Beta (*) Statistic | <0.05)
(Constant) 0.512 0.115 — 4.452 0.000
Savings 0.412 0.080 0.435 5.120 0.000
Mobilization (SM)
Micro-Credit 0.354 0.080 0.368 4418 0.001
Delivery (MC)
Digital Banking | 0.285 0.086 0.291 3.321 0.003
Reach (DB)
Dependent Variable: Financial Inclusion Index (FI)
5 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

6

Savings Mobilization (1 = 0.412, p = 0.000): The null hypothesis HO1 is rejected. Daily deposit collection
via the PolyUnwana Daily Savings Scheme (PDSS) exhibited high acceptance (Xm = 4.58), confirming that field-
based doorstep collections encourage consistent saving habits among informal market traders. Zero-balance
account creation also significantly lowers entry costs for students and micro-vendors.

Micro-Credit Accessibility (2 = 0.354, p = 0.001): The null hypothesis HO2 is rejected. Micro-credit delivery
positively impacts enterprise expansion. However, descriptive responses highlight critical pain points:
respondents rejected both processing speed (Xt = 1.99) and loan volume adequacy (Xt = 2.49). Credit limits
(frequently capped between ¥50,000 and ¥200,000) are insufficient to meet the seasonal working capital
demands of commercial rice millers and agrarian processors in the Afikpo cluster.

Digital Infrastructure (3 = 0.285, p = 0.003): The null hypothesis HO3 is rejected. Digital banking and
financial literacy account for notable variation in financial inclusion outcomes. However, the high descriptive
mean for operational bottlenecks (Xt = 4.43) highlights that lack of USSD services and unstable mobile banking
applications severely restrict off-campus financial operations for Eke Market traders.

CONCLUSION

PolyUnwana Microfinance Bank Nigeria Limited serves as a vital dual-economic catalyst, successfully bridging formal
financial institutions with informal trade and agricultural networks across Unwana and Afikpo. While savings
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mobilization through zero-balance accounts and the PDSS scheme is highly effective, enterprise financial growth
remains constrained by bureaucratic credit processing delays and limited digital banking channels. Upgrading digital
channels and expanding tailored micro-credit limits are essential steps for the bank to maximize its financial inclusion
impact.

Recommendations

Deploy Mobile Agent Banking Networks: Partner with fintech companies to deploy POS terminals and mobile
agents across Eke Market and agricultural clusters, enabling real-time deposit collections and instant cash
disbursements.

Automate Credit Appraisal Workflows: Streamline paper-based loan appraisals into a digital scoring
framework to compress turnaround times from over 14 days down to a 48-hour cycle for returning borrowers.
Establish Specialized Agro-Processing Credit Windows: Introduce tailored seasonal micro-credit windows
offering loan amounts scaled from ¥100,000 to ¥1,500,000, with repayment schedules structured around
harvest and rice milling cycles rather than rigid monthly installments.

Develop Dedicated USSD Channels: Launch a customized USSD short-code channel to enable off-campus
customers, non-smartphone users, and rural traders to perform balance inquiries, fund transfers, and loan
applications without traveling to the main branch.
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