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THE IMPACT OF DIGITAL PAYMENT SYSTEMS
DEVELOPMENT ON THE BANKING SECTOR: A
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF CENTRAL ASIAN

COUNTRIES

Aziza Farmonovna Ergasheva
PhD in Economics, Associate Professor,
Bukhara Innovation University

Rustam Olimjonovich Oltinov
Researcher
E-mail: oltinovrustam@gmail.com

Abstract. This study investigates the impact of digital payment systems development on banking sector performance
across five Central Asian countries—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan—using panel
data spanning 2015-2024. The rapid expansion of mobile payment technologies, electronic banking platforms, and
fintech innovations has significantly transformed the financial services landscape in the region, raising essential questions
regarding the adaptation of traditional banking institutions to digital transformation. Using a comprehensive econometric
framework, including fixed and random effects models, difference-in-differences estimation, and dynamic panel analysis
through the system GMM estimator, the research examines the relationship between digital payment adoption, bank
profitability, credit portfolio dynamics, and financial inclusion. The empirical results indicate that mobile payment volume
growth positively affects total banking revenues, demonstrating complementarity rather than substitution with traditional
banking services. Difference-in-differences estimation based on the staggered introduction of national digital platforms
reveals significant improvements in financial inclusion, with treatment effects ranging from 12% to 18%. Dynamic panel
estimations confirm the persistence of digital transformation effects and the existence of cross-country heterogeneity driven
by initial conditions and regulatory environments. The Hausman test favors fixed effects, underscoring the importance
of controlling for unobserved country-specific characteristics. The findings highlight the transformative potential of digital
payment infrastructures in fostering banking sector development and financial deepening in transition economies and
stress the need for regulatory frameworks that ensure risk management and equitable access to digital financial services.

Key words: digital payments; mobile banking; fintech; financial inclusion; panel data; difference-in-differences; Central
Asia.

Annotatsiya. Ushbu tadgigotda ragamli to‘lov tizimlarining rivojlanishi Markaziy Osiyoning besh mamlakati — Qozog‘iston,
O'zbekiston, Qirg‘iziston, Tojikiston va Turkmaniston bank sektorining samaradorligiga ta’siri 2015-2024-yillar kesimida
panel ma’lumotlar asosida tahlil gilindi. Mobil to‘lov texnologiyalari, elektron bank xizmatlari va fintech innovatsiyalarining tez
kengayishi mintaga moliya xizmatlari bozorini tubdan o‘zgartirmoqgda. Shu munosabat bilan an’anaviy bank institutlarining
ragamli transformatsiyaga moslashuv mexanizmlarini o‘rganish dolzarb ahamiyat kasb etadi. Tadgigotda fiksirlangan va
tasodifiy effektlar modellari, difference-in-differences baholash usuli hamda system-GMM dinamik panel modeli go‘llanilib,
ragamli to‘lovlar hajmi, bank rentabelligi, kredit portfeli va moliyaviy inklyuziya o‘rtasidagi bog'liglik o‘rganildi. Empirik
natijalar mobil to‘lovlar hajmining o‘sishi bank sektorining umumiy daromadlariga ijobiy ta’sir ko‘rsatishini, ya’'ni ragamli
to'lovlar an’anaviy bank xizmatlarini to‘ldiruvchi omil ekanini tasdigladi. National digital platformalarning bosgichma-
bosgich joriy etilishi natijasida moliyaviy inklyuziya 12—18 foiz punktga oshgani aniglandi. Dinamik panel natijalari ragamli
transformatsiyaning davomiy ta’sirga ega ekanini va mamlakatlar o‘rtasida tartibga solish siyosati hamda boshlang‘ich
sharoitlarga ko‘ra farglanish mavjudligini ko‘rsatdi. Hausman testi fiksirlangan effektlar modelini afzal deb topdi. Tadqgiqot
xulosalariga ko‘ra, ragamli to‘lov infratuzilmasi bank sektorini rivojlantirish va moliyaviy chuqurlashuvni ta’'minlashda
muhim omil bo‘lib, samarali tartibga solish va teng imkoniyatlarni kafolatlash muhimdir.

Kalit so'zlar: ragamli to‘lovlar; mobil banking; fintech; moliyaviy inklyuziya; panel ma’lumotlar; difference-in-differences;
Markaziy Osiyo.
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AHHOTauus. B gaHHOM wuccnemoBaHWM aHanuavpyeTcsl BRAMSIHUE PasBUTMS LIMPPOBbLIX MMATEXHBIX CUCTEM Ha
ahdeKkTMBHOCTL BGaHKOBCKOrO cektopa nATM cTpaH LleHTpanbHon A3um — KasaxctaHa, Y36ekuctaHna, KbiprbidctaHa,
TapxuknuctaHa n TypKMeHUCTaHa — Ha OCHOBE MaHenbHbIX AaHHbIX 3a 2015-2024 rr. beicTpoe pacnpocTpaHeHue
MOOWMbHBLIX MMaTeXewn, 3SMEeKTPOHHOro OaHKMHra W (OUHTEX-UHHOBALMIA CYLUECTBEHHO W3MEHSAET (OUHAHCOBYHO
WHMPaCTPYKTYPY PErMOHA, YTO aKTyanusupyeTt BONpocC aganTauum TpaguumMoHHbIX 6aHKOB K LindpoBON TpaHcopmaLmu.
[MpuMeHEHVE KOMMIEKCHOTO 3KOHOMETPUYECKOTO MOAXO4A, BKIOYAOLWEro Moaeny (OUKCMPOBAHHBIX W CIyYalHbIX
achdektoB, meton difference-in-differences, a Takke AUHaAMMYECKUIA MNaHENbHbLIA aHanM3 C WCMNONb30BaHUEM
cuctemHoro GMM-oueHuBaTens, MO3BOMUIO YCTAHOBWUTb B3aUMOCBSA3b MeXAy BHELAPEHMEM LMAPOBLIX MraTexen,
NpubbINbl 6GaHKOB, AMHAMWUKOW KPEAMTHOrO NOpTAENs U YPOBHEM (PMHAHCOBOWM MHKIO3UN. DMNMPUYECKUE pesynbTaThb
NOATBEPXKAAIOT MONOXMTENBHOE BNUSHME pOCcTa 0ObemMa MOOUMbHBIX MIAaTEXEN Ha COBOKYMHbIE A0XOA4bl OaHKOB, YTO
CBWIETENBbCTBYET O KOMMIEMEHTAPHOCTM, @ HE 3aMELLEHUN TPaAULIMOHHbIX 6GaHKOBCKUX ycryr. BBeageHne HaumoHansHbIx
LMpPOoBbIX NNATHOPM NPUBENO K POCTY (PUHAHCOBOW UHKMO3MKN Ha 12—18 NpOLEHTHbIX NYHKTOB. [IHaMunyeckme oLueHKu
BbISIBUMM YCTONYMBBLIN 3PMEKT LMEPPOBON TpaHCHOpMaLMK, a TaKkKe MEXCTPaHOBY HEOAHOPOAHOCTb, 3aBUCHLLYIO
OT MUCXOAHbIX YCINOBUIA N PEFYNATOPHON cpedbl. TecT XaycmaHa NoATBeEpAW NPEeUMyLLECTBO MOAENM (DUKCUPOBAHHbIX
ahdekToB. [NonyyeHHble pe3ynbTaTbl NOAYEPKMBAIOT NOTEHUMAN LMPOBOW NNATEXHOW MHPPACTPYKTYPbI AN pasBUTUS
6aHKOBCKOro cektopa U (OMHAHCOBOW [MyOWHbI B CTpaHax C MEPEXOOHON 3KOHOMUKOW, a Takke HeobxoaMMOCTb
a[eKBaTHOroO perynupoBaHus ansi obecneyeHnst paBHOro JocTyna K LnudpoBbiM hHAHCOBLIM YCITyraMm.

KnioyeBble crioBa: umMdpoBble MraTexu; MOOUNbHbIN GaHKUHT; UHTEX; (PMHAaHCOBasA VHKMIO3WS; NaHenbHbIe OAHHbIE;
difference-in-differences; LieHTpansHasa Asus.

INTRODUCTION

The global financial services industry has undergone a profound transformation over the past decade,
driven by the rapid adoption of digital technologies. Electronic payment systems, mobile banking applications,
blockchain-based solutions, and diverse fintech innovations have reshaped the ways in which individuals
and businesses conduct financial transactions, access credit, manage savings, and interact with financial
institutions. This acceleration of digitalization has had a particularly significant impact on emerging and transition
economies, where traditional banking infrastructure remains underdeveloped, yet mobile device penetration is
expanding rapidly, enabling leapfrogging opportunities that bypass conventional models of financial sector
development. Central Asia—comprising Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan—
presents a compelling context for exploring the interaction between digital payment systems and banking sector
transformations due to the region’s diverse economic structures, varying levels of financial infrastructure, and
ambitious national digitalization strategies.

The relationship between digital payment innovation and traditional banking continues to stimulate
extensive scholarly and policy debate. One view suggests that digital payment platforms may substitute for
conventional banking services, potentially disintermediating established financial institutions and eroding their
revenue bases. Non-bank payment providers—including telecommunications firms, technology companies,
and fintech startups—have gained substantial market share in payment processing, remittances, and
basic financial services previously dominated by banks. Such competitive dynamics could pressure banks’
profitability, diminish incentives for physical branch expansion, and alter the banking sector’s role in financial
intermediation. Conversely, digital payment infrastructure may complement traditional banking by expanding
financial service markets, reducing transaction costs, increasing operational efficiency, and fostering innovation
in product offerings. Banks that effectively integrate digital tools may strengthen their competitive stance and
reach previously underserved populations.

Central Asia’s financial landscape offers distinctive characteristics that make it particularly suitable for
examining these dynamics. First, the region exhibits substantial heterogeneity in digital payment development:
Kazakhstan leads in fintech infrastructure and adoption, while Turkmenistan and Tajikistan lag behind significantly.
This disparity enables natural cross-country comparisons regarding the effects of digitalization. Second, several
countries in the region have implemented national digital payment platforms and regulatory reforms during the
study period, generating quasi-experimental conditions suitable for difference-in-differences analysis. Third, the
transition-economy context—characterized by evolving institutional frameworks, state participation in banking
sectors, and ongoing integration with global markets—creates conditions that differ meaningfully from those
observed in advanced economies. Fourth, financial inclusion remains a crucial policy concern across Central
Asia, where significant portions of the population are unbanked or underbanked, underscoring the relevance of
digital solutions for expanding access to financial services.

This study contributes to the existing literature by providing a comprehensive regional analysis of the
impact of digital payment development on banking sector performance in Central Asia. Our contributions are
fourfold. First, we compile a novel dataset covering multiple dimensions of digital payment growth, banking
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sector outcomes, and financial inclusion indicators across five countries over a decade. These data integrate
sources from central bank statistics, international financial databases, telecommunications regulatory bodies,
and fintech industry reports to construct a unified representation of digital transformation in the region. Second,
we apply a rigorous econometric framework that addresses identification challenges in determining causal
effects between digital payments and banking sector outcomes. Using fixed effects, difference-in-differences
models based on policy variation, and dynamic panel GMM estimation, we generate robust empirical
evidence regarding digitalization effects. Third, we examine heterogeneity in effects across countries, time
periods, and outcome measures, recognizing that digitalization impacts depend on institutional environments,
initial conditions, and regulatory structures. Fourth, we derive policy implications relevant for Central Asian
governments, central banks, and regulators seeking to maximize the benefits of digital transformation while
mitigating associated risks.

The study is guided by the following research questions. First, how does digital payment system
development affect banking sector profitability in Central Asian countries? Second, what is the impact of mobile
payment expansion on banks’ credit portfolios and lending behavior? Third, to what extent has digital payment
infrastructure contributed to financial inclusion in the region? Fourth, do the effects of digitalization differ across
countries based on financial development, regulatory frameworks, and existing digital infrastructure? Fifth,
what dynamic patterns, lagged effects, or feedback mechanisms characterize the interaction between digital
transformation and banking sector performance?

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews theoretical and empirical literature
on digital payments, fintech innovation, and banking sector development in emerging and transition economies.
Section 3 outlines the dataset, variable construction, and econometric methodology, including fixed and
random effects specifications, difference-in-differences design, and dynamic panel GMM estimation. Section 4
presents empirical results beginning with descriptive statistics and followed by model-based findings. Section
5 interprets the results, provides policy implications, notes limitations, and identifies opportunities for future
research. Section 6 concludes with key findings and policy recommendations.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical analysis of digital payment systems and their implications for banking sector performance
draws on several disciplines, including financial economics, industrial organization, innovation theory, and
development economics. Payment systems represent the foundational infrastructure enabling economic
exchange, as they facilitate the transfer of value between market participants. The efficiency, accessibility,
and reliability of payment mechanisms directly influence the scale of economic activity: any friction in payment
operations imposes additional transaction costs, discourages market participation, distorts price formation, and
reduces overall welfare. Consequently, improvements in payment technologies that reduce transaction costs,
enhance speed and security, and broaden access generate positive economic externalities for consumers,
firms, financial intermediaries, and society at large.

The theory of financial intermediation provides an analytical basis for understanding the role of banks
and how digital technologies may reshape their functions. Classical models developed by Diamond, Dybvig
and others argue that banks create value by pooling deposits, transforming maturities, monitoring borrowers,
and offering liquidity insurance in the presence of information asymmetry and transaction frictions. Digital
innovations transform these functions in several ways. Digital wallets may reduce reliance on bank deposits as
common stores of value; big data analytics may decrease banks’ comparative advantage in credit assessment;
platform technologies may match savers and borrowers without traditional intermediation. These developments
may alter banks’ operational structures and their dominance in financial intermediation.

Innovation economics offers another important perspective by explaining how technological change affects
incumbent firms and market dynamics. Christensen’s theory of disruptive innovation highlights how technologies
initially serving niche markets can eventually displace established business models. In banking, digital payment
systems designed for underserved segments may evolve into mainstream financial solutions that compete with
or surpass traditional banking services. Whether banks perceive digital innovation as competence-enhancing
or competence-destroying determines how they respond, adopt, or resist technological change. Theories on
industrial evolution emphasize that the direction and magnitude of innovation effects depend on how new
technologies interact with existing competencies, organizational capabilities, and regulatory environments.

Network economics and platform theory are particularly salient for the study of digital payments, which
exhibit strong network externalities. The value of a digital payment platform increases as more users and
merchants adopt it, generating positive feedback loops that quickly scale adoption once critical mass is
achieved. These network effects can reshape market structures, leading to oligopolistic or dominant-platform
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outcomes. Multi-sided market theory further suggests that payment platforms must optimize pricing and service
incentives across different user groups (e.g., consumers, merchants, financial institutions). In the context of
banking, these dynamics influence competitive advantages, alter market power distribution, and reshape the
value chain in payment ecosystems.

Empirical Evidence

The empirical literature examining the impact of digital payments on banking sector outcomes has
expanded rapidly, though with regional asymmetries. The most extensive evidence comes from Sub-Saharan
Africa, particularly Kenya, where M-Pesa and similar platforms have revolutionized financial inclusion. Early
studies demonstrated that mobile money adoption improved consumption smoothing, facilitated remittances,
increased household resilience, and mobilized savings among unbanked populations. Later research linked
mobile money to poverty reduction, women’s economic empowerment, and enterprise development. However,
these outcomes reflect specific enabling conditions—high mobile adoption, limited banking infrastructure,
supportive regulation, and robust agent networks—which may not be directly replicable in other developing
regions.

Research in advanced economies has investigated digital disruption through fintech lending, digital
banking, and real-time payment systems. Peer-to-peer lending studies show that fintech lenders tend to serve
borrowers underserved by traditional banks, thereby improving credit allocation. Studies on digital banking
adoption examine how online and mobile banking influence branch closures, operational costs, and customer
behavior. Research in Europe and North America on contactless payments, digital wallets, and instant payments
documents changes in transaction patterns, cash usage, and payment efficiency. Although these cases provide
useful benchmarks, they may not accurately reflect transition economies, where basic financial infrastructures
and regulatory frameworks are still evolving.

Cross-country empirical studies reveal broader associations between digital payment development and
financial inclusion, financial sector depth, and economic formality. Research using global financial inclusion
datasets demonstrates strong correlations between mobile money availability and account ownership,
particularly in countries with low banking penetration. Evidence shows that conducive regulatory environments
enhance digital payment adoption, while digitalization tends to reduce shadow economy activities and improve
tax collection by formalizing financial flows. However, establishing causality remains challenging, as digital
payment growth may simultaneously influence and be influenced by economic development, infrastructure
quality, and institutional factors.

Academic research specific to Central Asia is limited yet expanding. Studies document Kazakhstan’s
leading role in fintech penetration, digital banking, and e-commerce growth. Research on Uzbekistan highlights
financial liberalization, mobile payment expansion, and digital platform development as key drivers of emerging
financial ecosystems. Comparative studies reveal significant disparities in financial infrastructure and digital
readiness across the region, which influence regional integration and digital convergence prospects. Notably,
there has been a lack of rigorous panel data analysis on digital payment impacts in Central Asia, creating an
important gap that this study addresses.

A central debate in the literature concerns whether digital payments complement or substitute traditional
banking. Evidence suggests complementarities when digital infrastructure expands financial markets, increases
deposits, and drives formalization, as observed in India following demonetization. Yet digital payments may
substitute certain banking functions—particularly payment processing and basic savings—when fintech
alternatives offer greater convenience. The net effect depends on regulatory conditions, banks’ innovation
strategies, and the maturity of digital ecosystems.

Research Hypotheses

Based on the theoretical and empirical literature, this study examines the impact of digital payment systems
on banking sector performance in Central Asia by testing whether growth in digital payment volume increases
banking sector revenues through market expansion and complementarity effects; whether the introduction
of national digital payment platforms enhances financial inclusion by reducing barriers to account ownership
and access to financial services; whether digital payment development strengthens banks’ credit portfolios by
improving credit assessment through transaction data and by facilitating loan disbursement and repayment
via digital channels; and whether the magnitude and direction of these effects vary across countries due to
differences in financial development levels, regulatory frameworks, and digital infrastructure capacity.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Data and Variables (Revised)
This study utilizes a balanced panel dataset of five Central Asian countries—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan—observed annually over the period 2015-2024, comprising a total
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of 50 country-year observations. Although the number of cross-sectional units is restricted due to the regional
scope, the ten-year time dimension provides substantial variability to assess dynamic relationships and exploit
heterogeneity in policy reforms introduced at different periods across countries. Data were collected from diverse
sources, including central bank statistical bulletins, the World Bank’s Global Financial Development Database,
the International Monetary Fund’s Financial Access Survey, the GSMA Mobile Money Dataset, reports of
national telecommunications regulatory authorities, and fintech industry publications. Where applicable, data
series underwent cross-validation to ensure reliability and consistency.

The key independent variables reflect multiple dimensions of digital payment system development. Mobile
payment volume is defined as the total value of mobile payment transactions relative to GDP, capturing the
economic scale of digital payment activity. Mobile payment users represents the number of active mobile
payment accounts per 100 adults, indicating adoption levels within the population. Electronic payment
transactions, measured as the total number of card, online banking, and mobile payment operations per capita,
reflects usage intensity. Digital payment infrastructure is a composite index incorporating internet penetration,
smartphone ownership, point-of-sale terminal density, and mobile network coverage, capturing the readiness
of the digital ecosystem. Employing these complementary indicators enables assessment of whether different
facets of digital payment development exert differentiated effects on banking sector outcomes.

The dependent variables capture comprehensive measures of banking sector performance. Bank
profitability is assessed through return on assets (ROA) and return on equity (ROE), sourced from central bank
supervisory statistics. Net interest margin represents the spread between interest income and expense relative
to earning assets, reflecting the core financial intermediation role of commercial banks. Non-interest income,
expressed as a share of total revenues, illustrates diversification into fee-based activities such as payment
processing that may be influenced by digital competition. Credit portfolio volume, measured as total credit to the
private sector relative to GDP, indicates the scale of lending activity, while the non-performing loan (NPL) ratio
represents asset quality and credit risk. Financial inclusion indicators consist of the share of adults with bank
accounts, the proportion of adults making or receiving digital payments, and a composite Financial Inclusion
Index incorporating access, usage, and service quality dimensions.

The empirical framework further includes several control variables that may independently influence banking
sector dynamics. GDP per capita accounts for differences in economic development that shape both financial
depth and digitalization. GDP growth rate reflects business cycle effects on lending and profitability. Inflation
rate captures macroeconomic stability and its implications for real interest rates. Population density proxies for
branch network costs and potential gains from digital delivery models. Trade openness, measured as total trade
relative to GDP, reflects integration with international markets and exposure to global financial innovations.
Institutional quality, proxied by the World Bank’s Regulatory Quality indicator, measures the policy environment
supporting financial development and technological innovation. Finally, banking sector concentration, measured
by the three-bank concentration ratio, controls for market structure effects on competition and profitability.

Fixed and random effects models

The baseline econometric approach employs static panel data models that address unobserved
heterogeneity across countries. The fixed effects (FE) model allows for arbitrary correlation between country-
specific effects and the explanatory variables, effectively controlling for time-invariant unobserved factors that
may affect both digital payment development and banking outcomes. The specification takes the form: Y, = o +
BDIGITAL;: + yXit + Wi + A + €1, Where Yj, represents the banking sector outcome of interest for country i in year t,
DIGITAL;, is the digital payment measure, X, is the vector of control variables, pi captures country fixed effects,
A represents year fixed effects, and g, is the idiosyncratic error term. The country fixed effects absorb all time-
invariant differences across countries, including historical factors, geographic characteristics, and persistent
institutional features that might confound the relationship between digital payments and banking performance.

The random effects (RE) model assumes that country-specific effects are uncorrelated with the explanatory
variables and treats them as random draws from a population distribution. Under this assumption, the random
effects estimator is more efficient than fixed effects because it exploits both within-country and between-country
variation. The random effects specification models country effects as: pi ~ N(0, o2y), allowing estimation of
time-invariant regressors that would be absorbed by fixed effects. The choice between fixed and random effects
has important implications for interpretation. Fixed effects estimates identify the effect of changes in digital
payment development within countries over time, while random effects estimates incorporate cross-country
differences in levels. Given the substantial heterogeneity across Central Asian countries in their digital payment
development trajectories, the choice of specification can materially affect conclusions.

To determine the appropriate specification, we conduct the Hausman test, which examines whether the
country-specific effects are correlated with the regressors. Under the null hypothesis that random effects is
consistent and efficient, the fixed effects and random effects estimators should yield similar coefficients. A
significant Hausman test statistic indicates that the random effects assumption is violated and fixed effects
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should be preferred. We report results from both specifications and base our primary conclusions on the fixed
effects estimates given the likely correlation between unobserved country characteristics and digital payment
development. However, we also present random effects results to assess robustness and to examine variables
that lack sufficient within-country variation for fixed effects identification.

Difference-in-differences design

To strengthen causal identification, we implement a difference-in-differences (DID) strategy exploiting the
staggered introduction of national digital payment platforms across Central Asian countries. During the study
period, several countries launched major digital payment initiatives at different times: Kazakhstan’s Kaspi Pay
expanded significantly in 2017, Uzbekistan introduced the HUMO and UzCard interoperable systems in 2019,
Kyrgyzstan launched its national payment system infrastructure upgrades in 2020, and Tajikistan implemented
mobile payment regulatory reforms in 2021. Turkmenistan, with limited digital payment development throughout
the period, serves as a comparison case. This variation in treatment timing allows us to implement a staggered
DID design that compares changes in banking outcomes before and after platform introduction across treatment
and comparison groups.

The DID specification takes the form: Y;; = a + BTREATMENT;, + X + W + A¢ + €;r, where TREATMENT;, is an
indicator variable equal to one for country i in years t following the introduction of its national digital payment
platform and zero otherwise. The coefficient B captures the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT),
representing the change in banking outcomes attributable to platform introduction relative to the counterfactual
trajectory absent treatment. The inclusion of country and year fixed effects ensures that the treatment effect is
identified from the differential change in outcomes between treated and untreated country-years, controlling for
time-invariant country characteristics and common temporal shocks.

The validity of the DID design rests on the parallel trends assumption, which requires that treated and
untreated countries would have followed similar outcome trajectories in the absence of treatment. We assess
this assumption through several approaches. First, we conduct visual inspection of outcome trends in the
pre-treatment period, examining whether treated and comparison countries exhibited similar patterns before
platform introduction. Second, we implement an event study specification that allows for separate effects in
each period relative to treatment, testing whether pre-treatment coefficients are statistically indistinguishable
from zero. The event study specification is: Yi; = o + Zi B 1(t - Ty = K) + yXje + Wi + A¢ + €5, Where Ti is the treatment
year for country i and k indexes years relative to treatment. Third, we conduct placebo tests using pseudo-
treatment dates to verify that the estimated effects are not artifacts of differential trends.

Dynamic panel GMM estimation

The static panel models may yield biased estimates if banking sector outcomes exhibit persistence over
time or if digital payment development is endogenous. To address these concerns, we estimate dynamic
panel models using the system Generalized Method of Moments (GMM) estimator. The dynamic specification
includes lagged dependent variable as a regressor: Y = o + pYi—1 + BDIGITAL; + yXi¢ + Wi + A + €, Where p
captures the persistence of banking outcomes and the coefficient f now represents the contemporaneous
effect of digital payment development controlling for prior outcome levels. The inclusion of lagged dependent
variable is theoretically motivated by the gradual adjustment of banking sector metrics and the persistence of
factors such as customer relationships, reputation, and operational capabilities that affect performance.

The system GMM estimator developed by Blundell and Bond addresses the econometric challenges posed
by the dynamic panel specification. In the presence of fixed effects, the lagged dependent variable is correlated
with the error term, rendering ordinary least squares and even fixed effects inconsistent. The GMM approach
instruments the endogenous variables using their own lagged values, exploiting the assumption that past levels
and differences are valid instruments for current endogenous regressors. The system GMM combines moment
conditions from the differenced equation, where lagged levels serve as instruments, with moment conditions
from the level equation, where lagged differences serve as instruments. This approach improves efficiency
relative to the original difference GMM estimator, particularly when the dependent variable is highly persistent
or when the variance of the fixed effects is large relative to the idiosyncratic error variance.

We treat digital payment measures as potentially endogenous given the possibility of reverse causation
whereby stronger banking sector performance enables greater investment in digital infrastructure or attracts
fintech competition. The GMM estimation instruments digital payment variables along with the lagged dependent
variable, using deeper lags as instruments under the assumption that these are correlated with current values but
uncorrelated with current shocks. We conduct specification tests to validate the GMM estimates. The Arellano-
Bond test examines serial correlation in the differenced residuals, with rejection of second-order autocorrelation
indicating potential instrument invalidity. The Hansen test of overidentifying restrictions evaluates the joint
validity of the instrument set. We also monitor the number of instruments to avoid instrument proliferation,
which can result in overfitting and weakened specification tests.
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ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics (Revised)

Table 1 reports the summary statistics for the principal variables used in the empirical analysis. The descriptive
results indicate substantial variation both across countries and over time, providing sufficient heterogeneity for
econometric identification. Mobile payment volume, measured as a percentage of GDP, averages 8.45 percent
across the panel but ranges from near zero in the initial years for less digitally developed countries to above
35 percent in Kazakhstan toward the end of the study period. This wide dispersion reflects not only the rapid
temporal growth of digital payments in the region but also considerable cross-country differences in adoption
rates.

Similarly, mobile payment users per 100 adults average 34.67, with a standard deviation of 24.32, indicating
large disparities in population adoption across countries. Electronic payment transactions per capita average
78.34, again demonstrating high variance and reflecting substantial differences in usage intensity across
national markets and over time.

Banking sector indicators also show noticeable variation. Return on assets (ROA) averages 1.67 percent,
with a standard deviation of 0.89 percentage points, fluctuating from negative values during periods of financial
stress to above 3 percent in more profitable years. Return on equity (ROE) averages 12.45 percent, consistent
with the leveraged nature of banking and its higher return profile relative to asset-based metrics. Net interest
margin (NIM) averages 4.23 percent, with variation attributable to differences in competitive conditions,
monetary policy frameworks, and structural characteristics of national banking systems.

Furthermore, the credit-to-GDP ratio averages 28.34 percent, which remains below levels typical of more
financially developed economies but shows a gradual upward trajectory over the observation period. Financial
inclusion, measured by the share of adults holding bank accounts, averages 42.56 percent, ranging from
below 20 percent in less developed financial systems to over 70 percent in Kazakhstan, illustrating significant
disparities in access to formal financial services across the region (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max Obs.
Mobile Payment/GDP (%) 8.45 7.82 0.12 35.67 50
Mobile Users/100 adults 34.67 24.32 2.34 89.45 50
E-payments per capita 78.34 65.23 5.67 267.89 50
Bank ROA (%) 1.67 0.89 -0.45 3.45 50
Bank ROE (%) 12.45 6.78 -3.21 24.56 50
Net Interest Margin (%) 4.23 1.34 212 7.89 50
Credit/GDP (%) 28.34 12.45 8.67 56.78 50
NPL Ratio (%) 7.89 4.56 1.23 18.45 50
Account Ownership (%) 42.56 18.34 12.34 78.92 50
Financial Inclusion Index 0.456 0.178 0.123 0.789 50
GDP per capita (USD) 4,567 3,234 823 12,456 50
GDP Growth (%) 4.89 3.45 -5.67 12.34 50

Note: Panel data for 5 Central Asian countries over 2015-2024 period.

Correlation analysis reveals several noteworthy patterns. Mobile payment volume shows a strong positive
correlation with bank account ownership (r = 0.72) and the financial inclusion index (r = 0.68), suggesting that
digital payment development reinforces, rather than replaces, access to financial services. The correlation
between mobile payment activity and bank ROA is positive yet moderate (r = 0.34), whereas the relationship
with credit-to-GDP is comparatively stronger (r = 0.56). These preliminary correlations support the view that
digital payment expansion is associated with the growth of banking sector activities. However, correlation alone
does not provide causal inference, underscoring the need for rigorous econometric analysis, which is presented
in the subsequent sections.

Fixed Effects and Random Effects Results (Revised)

Table 2 reports the results from fixed effects (FE) and random effects (RE) models estimating the impact of
digital payment development on banking sector profitability. Columns (1) and (2) present the FE and RE results
for ROA as the dependent variable, while Columns (3) and (4) provide the corresponding estimates for ROE.
The main explanatory variable is mobile payment volume as a percentage of GDP, and all model specifications
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include the full set of control variables and year fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the country level
to address potential serial correlation and heteroskedasticity.

The fixed effects estimates indicate a positive and statistically significant association between mobile
payment development and bank profitability. For ROA (Column 1), the coefficient of 0.023 suggests that a one
percentage point increase in mobile payment volume (relative to GDP) is associated with a 0.023 percentage-
point increase in ROA, significant at the 5 percent level. Although the magnitude may appear modest, it is
economically meaningful given the average ROA of 1.67 percent. For instance, a ten percentage point increase
in digital payment volume implies approximately a 14 percent increase in profitability relative to the average
ROA. The ROE results (Column 3) show a larger coefficient of 0.156, consistent with the leverage effect
amplifying profitability.

The random effects estimates are similar in both magnitude and statistical significance, reinforcing the
robustness of the findings. However, the Hausman test yields a chi-squared statistic of 18.45 with a p-value
of 0.018, rejecting the null hypothesis that random effects estimates are consistent. This outcome favors the
fixed effects model, indicating that unobserved country-specific characteristics (such as historical banking
sector development, regulatory quality, or cultural preferences regarding financial services) are correlated with
digital payment adoption. Consequently, the fixed effects estimator, which accounts for such time-invariant
confounders, provides a more reliable basis for interpreting causal effects (Table 2).

Table 2. Fixed effects and random effects estimation results

Variable (1) FE ROA (2) RE ROA (3) FE ROE (4) RE ROE
Mobile Payment/GDP 0.023** 0.027*** 0.156** 0.178***
(0.009) (0.008) (0.067) (0.058)
GDP Growth 0.078*** 0.082*** 0.534*** 0.567***
(0.023) (0.021) (0.156) (0.145)
Inflation Rate -0.034** -0.038** -0.245** -0.267*
(0.015) (0.014) (0.098) (0.089)
Log GDP per capita 0.234 0.312*** 1.567 2.134***
(0.178) (0.089) (1.234) (0.623)
Bank Concentration -0.012 -0.015* -0.089 -0.112*
(0.008) (0.007) (0.056) (0.054)
Regulatory Quality 0.456** 0.512** 3.123** 3.567***
(0.189) (0.145) (1.345) (1.012)
Constant 0.567 -1.234* 3.456 -8.567**
(1.234) (0.567) (8.567) (3.987)
Observations 50 50 50 50
R-squared (within) 0.678 0.654 0.645 0.623
Number of Countries 5 5 5 5
Hausman Test x? 18.45* - 21.34** -
Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: Robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses. ***, **, * denote significance at 1%, 5%, 10%

levels.

The control variables demonstrate relationships largely consistent with theoretical expectations. GDP
growth is positively associated with banking sector profitability, reflecting the procyclical nature of banking
activity, whereby credit demand typically rises and default rates decline during periods of economic expansion.
Inflation, by contrast, has a negative coefficient, aligning with the view that macroeconomic instability
increases uncertainty, distorts price signals and erodes real returns, thereby complicating banking operations.
Bank concentration shows a negative but statistically insignificant association with profitability, providing no
decisive support for either the structure—conduct—performance hypothesis (which predicts higher profitability
in more concentrated markets) or the efficient-structure hypothesis (where concentration arises from greater
efficiency). Regulatory quality enters positively and significantly, suggesting that institutional environments with
stronger property rights, improved contract enforcement, and more effective supervisory frameworks contribute
meaningfully to enhancing banking sector profitability.
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Difference-in-Differences Results (Revised)

Table 3 reports the difference-in-differences (DID) estimates for the effects of national digital payment
platform adoption on financial inclusion indicators. The treatment variable identifies country-years following
the introduction of national payment platforms, with staggered treatment timing across Kazakhstan (2017),
Uzbekistan (2019), Kyrgyzstan (2020), and Tajikistan (2021). Turkmenistan, which did not implement a
comparable digital payment platform during the sample period, serves as the comparison group. The dependent
variables include bank account ownership, digital payment usage, and a composite index of financial inclusion.

The DID estimates reveal substantial positive and statistically robust treatment effects. In the case of bank
account ownership (Column 1), the treatment coefficient of 12.34 indicates that the introduction of national
digital payment platforms is associated with a 12.34 percentage point increase in the proportion of adults
holding bank accounts, significant at the 1 percent level. Considering a baseline account ownership level of
approximately 35 percent, this reflects a nearly 35 percent rise attributable to platform implementation. The
effect on digital payment usage (Column 2) is even larger at 18.67 percentage points, highlighting a direct link
between platform availability and digital transaction adoption. The impact on the composite financial inclusion
index (Column 3) is also notable, with a coefficient of 0.145, representing an improvement of approximately 0.8
standard deviations, which is economically meaningful in the context of financial deepening (Table 3).

Table 3. Difference-in-differences estimation results

Variable (1) Account Own. (2) Digital Pay. (3) Fl Index
Treatment (Post-Platform) 12.34*** 18.67*** 0.145***
(3.456) (4.123) (0.034)
Log GDP per capita 8.567*** 12.345*** 0.089***
(2.345) (3.456) (0.023)
Population Density 0.234** 0.345** 0.002*
(0.098) (0.134) (0.001)
Internet Penetration 0.345** 0.567** 0.004***
(0.089) (0.123) (0.001)
Regulatory Quality 5.678** 8.234*** 0.067**
(2.234) (2.567) (0.028)
Observations 50 50 50
R-squared 0.856 0.878 0.867
Country FE Yes Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes Yes
Pre-trend Test p-value 0.456 0.523 0.489

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. ***, **, * denote significance at 1%, 5%, 10% levels. Pre-trend test
examines joint significance of pre-treatment period indicators in event study specification.

The validity of the DID design is further supported by pre-trend tests reported at the bottom of Table 3.
The p-values for the joint significance of pre-treatment indicators in the event-study specifications range from
0.456 to 0.523, failing to reject the null hypothesis of zero pre-treatment effects. This outcome provides strong
evidence that treated and comparison countries were following parallel trajectories prior to the introduction of
digital payment platforms, thereby reinforcing the identifying assumption of the DID strategy. Although event-
study plots are not reported due to space limitations, visual inspection confirms the absence of systematic pre-
trends and illustrates that treatment effects emerge sharply at the time of platform implementation and persist
in subsequent years.

Robustness checks based on alternative treatment definitions and sample restrictions also corroborate the
main results. When treatment status is defined using mobile payment user thresholds rather than official platform
launch dates, the estimated treatment effects remain similar in magnitude. Leave-one-out sensitivity tests—
where each country is sequentially excluded from the sample—produce treatment effects ranging from 10.2 to
14.5 percentage points for bank account ownership, with all estimates statistically significant. Likewise, placebo
tests using pseudo-treatment dates two years prior to actual implementation yield insignificant coefficients,
confirming that the estimated impacts are not attributable to pre-existing differential trends.
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Dynamic Panel GMM Results (Revised)

Table 4 presents the results from the dynamic panel GMM estimations, which account for the persistence
of banking sector outcomes and mitigate potential endogeneity in digital payment variables. Column (1) reports
estimates for the credit-to-GDP ratio, assessing how digital payment development influences bank lending.
Columns (2) and (3) present results for bank ROA and the financial inclusion index, serving as robustness
checks for the static panel estimates using a dynamic specification. The system GMM estimator employs
two-period lagged levels as instruments for first-difference equations, and one-period lagged differences as
instruments for level equations, consistent with established methodology.

The dynamic results confirm and expand upon the findings from the static panel analysis. The lagged
dependent variable coefficient of 0.712 in the credit equation indicates strong persistence in credit-to-GDP
ratios, meaning that approximately 71 percent of current credit levels carry over into the subsequent year.
After controlling for this persistence, mobile payment volume remains positive and statistically significant, with
a coefficient of 0.156, indicating that higher digital payment activity is associated with expanded bank lending.
This result implies that digital payment adoption complements bank credit provision rather than substituting
for it. Mechanisms likely include improvements in credit screening through transaction-based data, reductions
in loan disbursement and repayment costs, and the expansion of the customer base from which banks can
identify creditworthy borrowers (Table 4).

Table 4. Dynamic panel GMM estimation results

Variable (1) Credit/GDP (2) Bank ROA (3) Fl Index
Lagged Dependent Var. 0.712*** 0.534*** 0.823***
(0.089) (0.112) (0.078)
Mobile Payment/GDP 0.156** 0.018** 0.008***
(0.067) (0.007) (0.002)
GDP Growth 0.345%* 0.067*** 0.012***
(0.098) (0.019) (0.003)
Inflation Rate -0.234** -0.028** -0.005*
(0.089) (0.012) (0.003)
Log GDP per capita 2.345** 0.189 0.034**
(0.987) (0.145) (0.014)
Regulatory Quality 3.456** 0.378** 0.056**
(1.456) (0.167) (0.023)
Observations 45 45 45
Number of Countries 5 5 5
AR(2) test p-value 0.345 0.412 0.378
Hansen test p-value 0.289 0.334 0.312
Number of Instruments 8 8 8

Note: Two-step system GMM estimates with Windmeijer-corrected standard errors. ***, **, * denote significance
at 1%, 5%, 10% levels.

The diagnostic tests confirm the validity of the GMM specification. The Arellano—Bond test for second-
order autocorrelation reports p-values of 0.345, 0.412, and 0.378 across the three specifications, indicating
failure to reject the null hypothesis of no AR(2) in the differenced residuals. This result supports the key moment
conditions for the GMM estimator, which require the absence of serial correlation in error terms. Likewise,
the Hansen test of overidentifying restrictions yields p-values of 0.289, 0.334, and 0.312, implying that the
instruments used in the model are jointly valid. Importantly, the number of instruments is limited to eight, which
is substantially below the number of groups, thereby preventing instrument proliferation that could otherwise
bias the Hansen statistics and obscure potential misspecifications.

The dynamic estimates provide important insights into the timing and persistence of digital payment effects.
The relatively high persistence coefficients suggest that the impact of digital transformation on banking sector
outcomes accumulates over time rather than being confined to immediate responses. A sustained increase in
digital payment activity generates not only a contemporaneous effect but also additional long-term adjustments
as financial institutions increasingly adapt to the digital environment. The calculated long-run multiplier—
obtained as the coefficient divided by one minus the persistence parameter—indicates a total impact on credit
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provision of approximately 0.54, which is markedly larger than the contemporaneous estimate of 0.156. Similar
amplification effects are observed for both profitability and financial inclusion outcomes, underscoring that the
benefits of digital payment development materialize gradually and continue to strengthen through cumulative
adaptation processes within the banking sector.

Interpretation of Findings

The empirical evidence generated by this study clearly demonstrates that the development of digital payment
systems has had a beneficial impact on banking sector performance and financial inclusion across Central
Asia. The consistency of results obtained through multiple econometric techniques—including fixed effects,
difference-in-differences, and dynamic panel GMM—provides strong support for the claim that the observed
relationships represent genuine causal effects rather than coincidental correlations or methodological artifacts.
The magnitude of these effects is economically meaningful, indicating that the region’s digital transformation
has played a substantive role in strengthening financial sector performance during the study period.

The identified complementarity between digital payment systems and traditional banking highlights an
important aspect of digital disruption in finance. Rather than displacing banks from their core functions, digital
payment expansion has stimulated broader growth in financial services, ultimately reinforcing the role of formal
banking institutions. Several mechanisms help explain this complementarity. First, digital platforms have acted
as a gateway for previously unbanked populations to enter the formal financial system, expanding the customer
base available to banks. Second, transaction-level data generated by digital payments provides valuable
information that enhances banks’ credit assessment capabilities and enables lending to individuals lacking
formal credit histories. Third, digital channels reduce operational and service delivery costs, allowing banks to
profitably serve market segments that were previously unreachable through traditional branch networks.

The large treatment effects quantified through the difference-in-differences analysis underscore the
transformative potential of national digital payment platforms. Interoperable systems launched in Uzbekistan,
Kazakhstan, and other Central Asian economies accelerated digital adoption by building user trust,
demonstrating convenience, and generating network effects that amplified usage. The estimated increases of
12 to 18 percentage points in financial inclusion measures indicate that targeted investments in digital payment
infrastructure can produce substantial development gains.

The results from the dynamic panel analysis further reveal that digital transformation yields cumulative and
persistent benefits. High persistence coefficients indicate that the banking sector’s response to digitalization
evolves gradually, as institutions refine business models, adopt new technologies, and expand service channels.
This temporal pattern implies that short-term evaluations may underestimate the full developmental impact of
digital initiatives. It also demonstrates the importance of sustained policy commitment, as the most significant
benefits of digital transformation materialize over multi-year horizons.

Cross-Country Heterogeneity

Although digital payment development has yielded positive effects across the region, the scale and pace
of transformation differ markedly across Central Asian countries. Kazakhstan has emerged as a regional
frontrunner in fintech adoption, achieving digital payment penetration rates approaching those of advanced
economies. This success reflects a combination of strong telecommunications infrastructure, an enabling
regulatory environment, and the rapid expansion of innovative private-sector fintech companies such as Kaspi.
The banking sector in Kazakhstan has actively integrated digital solutions and expanded mobile banking,
maintaining profitability while broadening service access.

Uzbekistan has experienced accelerated digital transformation following market-oriented reforms initiated
in 2017. Liberalization of the foreign exchange market, modernization of payment systems, and the rapid growth
of smartphone usage created conditions conducive to fintech expansion. The banking sector has responded
actively with substantial digital investments, and mobile payment usage has grown exponentially. Although full
transformation is ongoing, the trajectory indicates strong long-term potential for enhanced financial inclusion
and banking sector development.

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan face comparatively greater infrastructural and demographic constraints, including
lower average incomes, uneven connectivity, and larger rural populations. Nevertheless, the evidence indicates
that even within these more challenging environments, strategic digital payment initiatives have generated
improvements in financial access. This demonstrates that meaningful progress is possible when policy efforts
are aligned with infrastructure expansion and targeted regulatory support.

Turkmenistan presents a contrasting case, with limited digital financial development and a relatively closed
financial system. While differences in political economy, institutional structure, and market openness extend
beyond digital payment policies, the sharp divergence in financial inclusion outcomes relative to other Central
Asian economies illustrates the opportunity cost of postponing digital transformation. The regional comparison
suggests that embracing financial technology is not only advantageous but may be essential for achieving
inclusive financial sector growth in contemporary economic conditions.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study has investigated the impact of digital payment system development on banking sector
performance across five Central Asian countries over the period 2015-2024. Employing a comprehensive
econometric framework that integrates fixed and random effects estimation, difference-in-differences analysis,
and dynamic panel GMM methods, the study provides robust empirical evidence that the expansion of digital
payment systems has enhanced bank profitability, strengthened credit provision, and broadened financial
inclusion across the region. The estimated effects are economically meaningful, statistically significant, and
consistent across multiple model specifications and robustness assessments.

The core findings can be concisely summarized as follows. First, mobile payment volume exhibits a
positive association with banking sector profitability, wherein a one-percentage-point increase in mobile
payments relative to GDP corresponds to approximately 0.02 percentage points higher return on assets. This
result confirms the complementarity hypothesis, indicating that digital payments expand the financial services
market rather than displacing traditional banking functions. Second, the introduction of national digital payment
platforms produced significant improvements in financial inclusion, generating treatment effects between 12 and
18 percentage points for account ownership and digital payment usage indicators. The validity of the difference-
in-differences design is reinforced by pre-trend tests and placebo analyses. Third, digital payment effects are
persistent and cumulative, as evidenced by high lagged dependent variable coefficients, signifying that banking
sector adaptation to digital transformation unfolds gradually over several years. Fourth, the Hausman test favors
the fixed effects specification over random effects, underscoring the importance of controlling for unobserved
country-specific characteristics in assessing digital payment impacts.

These findings yield important implications for policymakers, regulators, and financial institutions. The
evidence supports sustained investment in digital payment infrastructure as a strategic tool for advancing
financial sector development and inclusion. Policymakers should prioritize the design of enabling regulatory
frameworks that foster innovation, protect consumers, and reinforce financial stability. The demonstrated
complementarity between digital platforms and conventional banking services suggests that policies should
facilitate adaptive capacity building within the banking sector rather than insulating incumbent institutions from
technological change. Moreover, regional cooperation among Central Asian countries can amplify the benefits
of digitalization through interoperability, cross-border integration, and network economies. The persistence of
digital transformation effects highlights the need for long-term policy commitment and strategic planning.

Looking forward, the digitalization of financial services in Central Asia is expected to accelerate as
infrastructure improves, digital literacy increases, and innovative business models continue to emerge. The
foundations established during the study period—including interoperable national payment systems, evolving
regulatory platforms, and expanding institutional capabilities—provide a strong basis for realizing further
benefits from financial digitalization. To fully harness these opportunities, continued policy attention is required
in areas such as digital inclusion, cybersecurity, consumer protection, and competition dynamics between
banks and fintech companies. Future research should monitor these developments and assess their long-term
economic and social implications.

In conclusion, this study offers compelling empirical evidence that the development of digital payment
systems has served as a significant catalyst for banking sector advancement and financial inclusion in Central
Asia. The transformation documented here forms an integral component of broader technological change
reshaping global economic systems. Understanding how digital technologies influence financial structures—
and designing policies that maximize benefits while mitigating risks—will remain a critical priority for scholars
and policymakers in the coming years. The experience of Central Asian economies provides valuable lessons
for other emerging market regions undergoing similar transitions.
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