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Abstract. This article examines the problem of equal access to
financial and digital education in the countries of the European
Union in the context of sustainable development. The relevance
of the topic is determined by the fact that the green and digital
transitions of the EU, the expansion of digital financial services,
the growing role of online learning, and the need for social
cohesion make financial and digital competences a basic
condition of citizens’ economic participation. At the same time,
significant gaps remain across Member States and across social
groups in access to quality education, digital infrastructure,
learning resources, and practical skills. The aim of the article
is to provide a theoretical substantiation of the role of equal
access to financial and digital education in the EU in achieving
sustainable development goals and to identify the key barriers
and policy directions for reducing educational inequality. The
methodological basis includes an interdisciplinary approach,
logical  analysis,  comparison,  systematization,  and
generalization of contemporary European competence
frameworks, statistical sources, and policy documents. The
results show that inequality of access is multidimensional and is
associated with territorial, socio-economic, age-related,
educational, and institutional factors. An analytical model is
proposed in which equal access to financial and digital
education is treated as a component of resilience, inclusion, and
citizens’ economic security. The practical significance of the
study lies in the possibility of using its conclusions for the
modernization of educational programs and policies on
financial literacy and digital inclusion in the EU.
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Introduction. In the contemporary European Union, financial and
digital education are increasingly moving from the category of desirable
advantages into the category of basic life competences. The digitalization of
public and private services, the spread of online banking, electronic
payments, distance learning, and platform-based employment mean that
citizens need not only access to technologies but also the knowledge and
skills required to use them safely and effectively. This is why the Digital
Education Action Plan 2021-2027 defines digital education as a field that
must be high-quality, inclusive, and accessible to all, rather than available
only to technologically strong social groups (European Commission, 2021).

At the same time, the importance of financial literacy is growing.
According to Flash Eurobarometer 525, only 18% of EU citizens
demonstrate a high level of financial literacy, 64% a medium level, and 18%
a low level. This means that even within an integrated European space, a
substantial share of the population does not possess sufficient knowledge and
behavioral skills for confident use of financial products and services
(European Commission, 2023a).

The problem becomes more complex because financial and digital
literacy are increasingly intertwined. The technical infrastructure of modern
financial services is digital by nature, and therefore financial vulnerability
often overlaps with digital vulnerability. For this reason, the European
Commission has singled out digital financial literacy as a separate policy
direction, emphasizing that citizens need to be both financially and digitally
competent in order to use digital financial products, distribution channels,
and payment services safely (European Commission, 2023b).

Within the logic of sustainable development, this topic has not only an
educational but also a socio-economic dimension. Unequal access to
financial and digital education implies unequal access to labour markets,
financial services, social rights, innovative opportunities, and mechanisms
of household resilience. Accordingly, the analysis of this issue is important
not only for education policy but also for a broader understanding of
inclusive development in the EU.

Literature Review. In contemporary European policy, digital
education is treated as part of the broader adaptation of society to the digital
transition. The Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 is based on the idea
that digital education must be not only technologically modern but also
inclusive and equitable. In this sense, the issue is not limited to teaching
isolated digital tools. It concerns the creation of conditions under which
different groups of the population can participate in digital society on equal
terms (European Commission, 2021).

In the field of digital skills, official EU statistics indicate the persistence
of significant cross-country and social gaps. Eurostat reports that in 2025,
60% of EU citizens aged 16—74 had at least basic digital skills, which
remains 20 percentage points below the EU’s 2030 target. The highest shares
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were recorded in the Netherlands, Ireland, Denmark, and Finland, while the
lowest figures were observed in Romania and Bulgaria. Eurostat also
identifies a sharp educational divide: 82% of people with high formal
education had at least basic digital skills, compared with only 38% of people
with low or basic education (Eurostat, 2025a).

In the sphere of financial education, a similar logic is reflected in the
joint competence frameworks developed by the European Commission and
the OECD. The Financial Competence Framework for Adults in the
European Union and the Financial Competence Framework for Children and
Youth in the European Union are designed to create a shared understanding
of the financial competences needed at different stages of life in order to
make sound personal finance decisions. Importantly, these frameworks have
not only an educational but also a policy function, because they are meant to
support the development of more coherent and accessible financial education
policies across Member States (OECD, 2022; OECD, 2023).

However, in actual practice, access to financial education in the EU
remains unequal. The Eurobarometer 2023 results reveal not only the low
share of citizens with high financial literacy but also considerable differences
between Member States in confidence and knowledge related to financial
services. This means that the single market for financial services operates
under conditions of unequal citizen capacity to interpret financial
information critically, make sound decisions, and protect themselves from
risks (European Commission, 2023a).

For connecting the digital and financial dimensions, the European
Commission’s documents on digital financial literacy are especially
important. These materials explicitly state that the digitalization of financial
services, the spread of online banking and digital payments, and the growing
complexity of digital financial products require the simultaneous
development of financial and digital competences. Therefore, the problem
can no longer be understood as two parallel education policies. It requires an
integrated approach in which citizens are able both to assess financial
information critically and to act safely in digital environments (European
Commission, 2023b).

Despite the development of policy frameworks, important gaps remain
in scholarly and applied discussions. First, financial and digital education are
still frequently discussed separately, although in practice citizens use
financial services through digital channels. Second, policy documents often
set broad goals but explain less systematically which population groups
remain excluded or insufficiently covered. Third, country differences are
often described statistically but are less often interpreted through structural
barriers. Fourth, access to financial and digital education is not always
analyzed as part of the wider logic of sustainable development, although in
reality it directly affects social cohesion, economic participation, and
household resilience. These observations justify a broader analytical
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treatment of equal access to financial and digital education as a factor of
inclusive and sustainable development in the European Union.

Aims. The aim of this article is to provide a theoretical substantiation
of the significance of equal access to financial and digital education in the
countries of the European Union under sustainable development conditions
and to identify the main barriers and policy directions for reducing
educational inequality.

To achieve this aim, the article addresses the following objectives: to
clarify the meaning of equal access to financial and digital education in the
contemporary European context; to analyze the key European frameworks
and statistical indicators characterizing the state of digital and financial
competences; to systematize the main barriers that shape inequality of access
across countries and social groups; to propose an analytical model linking
educational inclusion, financial-digital competences, and sustainable
development.

Methodology. The research has a theoretical and analytical character
and is based on an interdisciplinary approach that combines perspectives
from sustainable development, education policy, digital inclusion, and
financial literacy.

The article applies the following methods: logical analysis for clarifying
the conceptual apparatus and structuring the main categories; comparison for
contrasting European competence frameworks and cross-country indicators;
systematization for identifying and organizing the main barriers to equal
access; generalization for constructing an integrated model of the
relationship between education, inclusion, and sustainable development.

The empirical basis of the study is formed by official sources of the
European Commission, Eurostat, and the OECD concerning digital skills,
financial literacy, and digital financial literacy in the EU. Therefore, the
conclusions are interpretive and conceptual in nature and may serve as a
basis for further applied and empirical research.

Results. The analysis makes it possible to argue that equal access to
financial and digital education in the EU cannot be reduced to the formal
existence of courses or national strategies. Under current conditions, access
has a multidimensional character and includes access to infrastructure,
educational content, pedagogical support, digital and financial services, and
practical opportunities to apply acquired knowledge. Thus, the same formal
citizenship status within the EU does not imply equal starting conditions for
the development of financial and digital competences.

The first level of inequality appears across Member States. According
to Eurostat, in 2025 only 60% of the EU population aged 16—74 had at least
basic digital skills. In the Netherlands this figure reached 84%, in Ireland
83%, and in Denmark and Finland 81%, whereas in Romania it was only
32% and in Bulgaria 38%. Therefore, the gap between the highest and the
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lowest national result amounted to 52 percentage points, which points to a
very significant territorial inequality within the EU itself (Eurostat, 2025a).

The second level of inequality is socio-demographic. The educational
divide is especially striking. Among people with a high level of formal
education, 82% had at least basic digital skills, compared with only 38%
among those with low or basic education. The difference of 44 percentage
points indicates not simply unequal learning speed but structurally unequal
possibilities for participation in digital society. In this case, digital education
functions not only as an educational resource but also as a mechanism of
social inclusion or exclusion (Eurostat, 2025a).

A third dimension of inequality concerns actual use of digital
environments. Eurostat’s Digitalisation in Europe — 2025 edition reports
that 93% of people aged 16—74 in the EU had used the internet in the previous
three months in 2024. The same source indicates that the share of households
with internet access at home ranged from 92% in Bulgaria and Romania to
95% in Ireland and the Netherlands. This shows a high formal inclusion of
the population into digital space. However, the mere fact of internet use does
not mean possession of sufficient digital or financial competences. Technical
presence in the digital environment is not equivalent to the ability to act
safely and effectively within it (Eurostat, 2025b).

A separate issue concerns infrastructure and regional disparities.
Eurostat reports that in 2024 there were NUTS 2 regions where at least 98%
of households had internet access at home, while at the same time limited
home internet access still reduced opportunities for citizens to participate in
digital activities. This means that access to digital education remains
dependent not only on personal motivation or public policy but also on the
spatial availability of infrastructure (Eurostat, 2025c).

In the field of digital financial practices, inequality becomes even more
visible. Eurostat indicates that in 2024, 67.2% of the EU population aged 16—
74 used the internet for banking during the previous three months. In some
regions of Denmark, the Netherlands, and Finland, the share exceeded 90%.
Thus, access to digital financial services has already become mainstream,
but it remains territorially and regionally uneven. Citizens are entering the
world of digital finance at different speeds and with different levels of
preparedness (Eurostat, 2025b; Eurostat, 2025c¢).

The problem of financial education has a comparable structure. Flash
Eurobarometer 525 showed that only 18% of EU citizens had a high level of
financial literacy, while 64% were at a medium level and 18% at a low level.
This means that a large part of the population is entering an increasingly
complex environment of digital financial services without sufficient
financial preparation. In such circumstances, digital access without financial
competence may not reduce but rather increase vulnerability to poor
decisions, excessive indebtedness, underestimation of risks, or digital fraud
(European Commission, 2023a).
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For clarity, the key indicators can be summarized as follows (Table 1).

Table 1. Selected indicators of digital and financial education access in

the EU

Indicator

Value / pattern

Analytical meaning

EU population aged 16-74 with at least
basic digital skills, 2025

60%

The EU remains 20 pp below
the 2030 target of 80%

Highest shares of people with at least
basic digital skills, 2025

Netherlands 84%,
Ireland 83%, Denmark
81%, Finland 81%

Some Member States are
already near or above the target

Lowest shares of people with at least
basic digital skills, 2025

Romania 32%, Bulgaria
38%

Major territorial inequality
persists

People with at least basic digital skills
by education level, 2025

82% high education VS
38% low education

Strong socio-educational divide

Individuals using the internet in the
previous 3 months, EU, 2024

93%

Formal digital access is
widespread but not equal to
competence

Households with internet access at
home, EU extremes, 2024

92%-95%

Infrastructure access is high, but
still unequal

Individuals using internet banking, EU
population 16-74, 2024

67.2%

Financial digitalization is
mainstream but territorially
uneven

Financial literacy level in the EU,
Eurobarometer 2023

18% high, 64% medium,
18% low

Large parts of the population
remain insufficiently prepared

Source: developed by the author based on Eurostat (2025a, 2025b, 2025¢) and European Commission
(2023a).

These indicators allow several important conclusions. First, digital
inclusion in the EU has advanced substantially, but it has not reached
strategic balance across countries and social groups. Second, population
participation in digital environments is advancing faster than actual
competence levels, which is especially important in the context of the
growing role of digital financial services. Third, even where infrastructure
access is high, socio-educational gaps remain substantial. Therefore, equal
access to financial and digital education should be treated as a distinct
dimension of sustainable development policy rather than as an automatic by-
product of general digitalization.

On the basis of the analysis, the main barriers shaping this inequality
can be summarized as follows (Table 2).

The general model emerging from these results can be expressed as
follows: equal access to financial and digital education — development of
financial-digital competences — stronger economic participation and
household resilience — reinforcement of inclusive sustainable development.
In this logic, education functions not only as a tool of human capital
development but also as a mechanism for reducing structural inequality.
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Table 2. Main barriers to equal access to financial and digital
education in the EU

Barrier Content Consequence
Territorial Differences in infrastructure, digital Uneven opportunities to
: . ecosystems, and public investment across acquire and practice
inequality .
Member States and regions competences
. . Income, educational attainment, and Reproduction of exclusion
Socio-economic .
inequality household resources influence access to among already vulnerable
devices, courses, and support groups
Institutional Digital and ﬁngnmal edchtlop are often Lack of coherent lifelong-
. governed by different ministries, actors, .
fragmentation e learning pathways
and initiatives
Linguistic and Financial and digital services are often Reduced usability of
informational complex, highly technical, and unevenly education for practical
complexity localized daily decisions

Digitalisation of Higher exposure to fraud,
finance without exclusion, and poor
adequate support financial decisions
Source: developed by the author based on European Commission (2021, 2023a, 2023b), Eurostat (2025a,

2025b, 2025¢c), and OECD (2022, 2023).

Rapid spread of digital finance outpaces
user preparedness

Discussion. The results indicate that in the EU the problem of equal
access to financial and digital education has a systemic character. It cannot
be solved only through the adoption of new competence frameworks or
strategic policy documents. DigComp-oriented digital education policies,
EU-OECD financial competence frameworks, and digital financial literacy
initiatives create an important normative basis, but actual equality of access
depends on how these frameworks are embedded into national education
systems, lifelong learning policies, and public support structures (European
Commission, 2021; OECD, 2022; OECD, 2023).

A particularly important conclusion is that financial and digital
education can no longer be adequately treated as separate spheres. In
practical life, citizens interact not with abstract educational domains but with
digitized financial environments such as online banking, digital
identification tools, electronic payments, investment platforms, and remote
financial advice. A person with financial knowledge but without digital skills
is therefore as vulnerable as a person with digital skills but without financial
understanding. This interdependence explains the growing attention of the
European Commission to digital financial literacy as a separate policy field
(European Commission, 2023b).

Within the framework of sustainable development, this conclusion has
particular importance. Equal access to financial and digital education
supports not only individual autonomy but also broader goals such as
reducing inequalities, strengthening social cohesion, improving access to
quality employment, increasing household resilience to crises, and reducing
the risk of financial exclusion. Educational inclusion should therefore be
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regarded as part of the European model of sustainable development rather
than as a narrow issue of education policy.

The practical meaning of this approach is that Member States need not
only educational programs but comprehensive support systems. These
should include accessible digital infrastructure, lifelong learning
opportunities, coordination between education, finance, and social policy,
and targeted measures for vulnerable groups. Without such an approach,
even the best competence frameworks will remain formally correct but
unevenly implemented.

Conclusion. This article has demonstrated that equal access to financial
and digital education in the countries of the European Union is an important
condition of inclusive sustainable development. Contemporary processes of
digitalization and the growing financialization of everyday life make
financial-digital competences a basic element of citizens’ economic
participation and personal resilience.

The study has shown that inequality of access is multidimensional and
is shaped by cross-country, socio-economic, educational, and institutional
factors. It is most visible in the differences between EU countries in the share
of the population with at least basic digital skills and in the persistence of a
large share of the population with low financial literacy.

It has also been argued that financial and digital education must be
treated as interconnected fields, especially under the conditions of expanding
digital financial services. The analytical model proposed in this article shows
that equal access to these forms of education is linked to stronger economic
participation, reduced vulnerability, and enhanced social cohesion.

Further research should focus on empirical comparison of national
models of financial and digital education in the EU, evaluation of the
effectiveness of specific policies for vulnerable groups, and the development
of indicators of integrated financial-digital inclusion.
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