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Abstract 

 

India's online lending sector has evolved at a remarkable pace, largely driven by mobile technologies, 

Aadhaar-based eKYC (Know Your Customer) and the rapid adoption of the Unified Payments Interface 

(UPI). The rapid deployment of these products has created an environment of increased financial 

inclusion, but also created challenges that impact consumer trust, transparency and data protection. 

This article explores the importance of branding as a trust tool within the Indian digital lending 

landscape. Using secondary data and a critical review of academic literature, this study positions 

branding as more than simply a marketing tool - branding is a key factor in producing legitimacy, 

consumer trust and subsequently sustainable adoption. The argument ultimately draws on lessons from 

China's and Indonesia's independent paths. Findings established that branding, which is transparency-

led, regulator-compliant, and consumer-aware, increases consumer confidence and supports financial 

inclusion. 
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1. Introduction 

 

India's financial services sector has experienced a seismic shift in the last decade due to the proliferation of 

digital tools and platforms. Digital lending is one of the most disruptive innovations, allowing speed, 

paperlessness, and access to credit to many consumers and businesses. The value of digital lending transactions 

is expected to exceed USD 350 billion in India by 2026 (Grand View Research 2024). This increase has been 

anchored by government-backed infrastructures such as Aadhaar-enabled eKYC, real-time credit scores, and 

mobile-first solutions that circumvent traditional banking hurdles.  

 

However, the benefits of convenience have been met with the challenges of consumer protection and 

legitimacy concerns. As the newest sector in the industry, there were some unregulated applications that were 

known to charge undisclosed fees, misuse consumer data, and use coercive loan repayments; each of these 

diminished consumer trust, while also raising broader questions of the viability of these digital lending models. 

To combat the loss of trust, the Reserve Bank of India created the Digital Lending Directions (2025), which 

created more stringent guidelines around pricing, grievance procedures, and data protection. While the added 

regulatory oversight has provided some credibility for the new sector, it has reinforced the point that trust is 

not something which can be legislated; it must be built and nurtured by established processes. 

 

This paper investigates how branding functions as a strategic tool to build trust for consumers within the digital 

lending market in India. Unlike banks and financial institutions, which have existed for many years and have 

a decade's worth of institutional trust, fintechs are relatively new to the ecosystem and must build their own 

legitimacy. The paper argues that branding, together with transparency, compliance with regulations and 

providing consumer education, can enable digital lenders to change consumer attitudes and build a sustainable 

business model. This article contributes to the regulatory conversations surrounding market trust, financial 

inclusion and the governance of fintech in emerging markets, using a combination of academic discussions 

and market evidence. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

Trust in Financial Services: Trust is fundamental to how consumers make financial decisions under conditions 

of risk and uncertainty. Organic trust is typically derived from a combination of factors, including the 

reputation of a financial institution, regulatory oversight, and relationship with a [consumer] bank manager. 

In a digital ecosystem where banking is mediated through technology, trust must be signalled through other 

means, such as data security, protocols, branding, and transparency. Gefen, Karahanna and Straub (2003) 

demonstrate that trust diminishes perceived risks in procuring online services, and McKnight, Choudhury and 

Kacmar (2011) show that integrity, competence and benevolence shape trust online. These findings suggest 
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that when transactions do not involve face-to-face deliberations, trust is the determining factor in adoption and 

continued use.  

 

Technology Adoption in Fintech: The Technology Acceptance Model (Davis 1989) foregrounds perceived 

ease of use and perceived usefulness in technology adoption, whereas Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 

of Technology (UTAUT) includes both social influence and facilitating conditions (Venkatesh et al. 2003). In 

fintech, the experience of trust interacts with these constructs in different ways. Studies of the adoption of 

mobile banking illustrate that consumers are more concerned with protecting their data and confirming 

institutional trust than they are with the perceived convenience of service (Zhou 2011; Oliveira et al. 2014). Thus, 

trust has both a prerequisite as well as a reinforcing function specifically for fintech adoption.  

 

Branding as a signal of trust: Branding reduces uncertainty in situations where market participants have asymmetric 

information. Erdem and Swait (1998) develop the brand concept as a signal of quality and safety, allowing consumers 

to make confident decisions, even in risky situations. In fintech, brands project themselves beyond the visual 

representation; they reflect a comprehensive consumer experience, which can involve everything from regulatory 

obligations and customer service to ethical data use (Leong et al.  2022).  Gomber et al. (2020) argue that in highly 

competitive fintech markets, a strong brand differentiates a firm by its visual representation but also its credible signal 

to users. Thus, branding is not secondary; it is core to how digital lenders build legitimacy in consumers' eyes. 

 

The Indian context: India is quite a unique example of rapid digital adoption alongside challenges of a structural nature. 

Established research demonstrates that digital lending has advanced financial inclusion, primarily for the livelihoods of 

the severely underserved (Sarma and Pais 2011, Ghosh 2020). Nonetheless, in India, problems stemming from hidden 

charges, lack of transparency, and ineffective grievance redressal processes hike up consumer risk and trust (Kshetri 

2021). Recent research identified that branding strategies which embrace transparency and educational development 

may mitigate against these complex challenges. Arora and Kaur (2023) show that fintechs that invest in consumer 

awareness and financial literacy not only improve repayment performance but also establish reputational capital. Overall, 

the literature suggests that the level of consumer trust in India's digital lending sector is dependent on how well fintechs 

position themselves as transparent, secure, and consumer-centric brands. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

The article employs a qualitative, secondary data approach. The analysis merges new insights synthesised from academic 

literature, regulation reports and market reports in a skeletal semiotic framework to understand branding and trust in the 

digital lending landscape. A systematic literature review was conducted using databases (for example, Scopus, JSTOR 

and Google Scholar) to determine peer-refereed studies on trust, branding and fintech adoption. Industry reports (for 

example, Statista 2024; Grand View Research 2024) and policy documents (for example, Reserve Bank of India 2025) 

were used at the same time to contextualise the market system. The figures and tables presented in this article came from 
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a secondary data exercise, and the authors produced those figures and tables. As such, the methodology creates a 

triangulation of scholarly and market-based insights to better understand the Indian digital lending context. 

 

4. Qualitative Analysis 

 

4.1 Market Landscape: India’s Digital Lending Growth 

 

The digital lending industry in India has moved at breakneck speed, propelled by favourable regulatory changes, large 

consumer demands, and swift technological adoption. The market was reportedly worth around USD 270 billion in 2022 

and is expected to have reached USD 350 billion by the end of 2023 (Statista 2024). It is anticipated that loan 

disbursements exceeding ₹274 trillion are possible by FY26 (Grand View Research 2024). Thus, fintech firms like 

Lendingkart, InCred, Mobikwik, and Aye Finance compete directly with banks and NBFCs in offering innovative credit 

products to small businesses, self-employed persons, and young consumers attracted to Buy Now, Pay Later (BNPL) 

options. 

 

The rapid growth is facilitated by three factors: increasing smartphone penetration, government-backed infrastructure 

such as Aadhaar-based eKYC and UPI, and venture capital funding to scale the fintech industry. 

 
Figure 1. Growth of Digital Lending in India, 2019–2030 

Source: Statista (2024), Grand View Research (2024).  

Figure 1 displays not just the size of the market, but the potential for transformation. The declining share of 

digital lending compared to conventional banking services highlights the importance of establishing trust with 

new financial intermediaries. 

 

India's growth trajectory uniquely positions it where digital lending is not merely a periphery but has become 

mainstream for financial inclusion. Growth in pace accentuates trust-building mechanisms because consumer 

confidence will decide whether growth will imply sustainability of adoption. 
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4.2 Brands and Trust Within Financial Technology 

 

Brand plays a critical role in reducing the reluctance of consumers regarding the use of digital finance. In 

India, where institutional trust in fintech is still on fragile ground, branding strategies emphasising 

transparency, safety, and customer care take on a more meaningful value. Evidence suggests that consumer 

trust is based on five dimensions: clarity, safety, support, visibility, and design (Leong et al. 2022; Gomber et 

al. 2020): 

 

• Clarity: Transparent disclosure regarding interest rates, repayment terms, and fees.  

• Security: Strong data security through encryption and authentication.  

• Support: Accessible and multilingual customer service.  

• Visibility: Display of regulatory approvals and institutional affiliations.  

• Design: Intuitive user interfaces that reflect professionalism. 

 
Figure 2. Key Dimensions of Branding and Trust in Fintech 

Source: Authors’ synthesis of Leong et al. (2022), Gomber et al. (2020), and survey data. 

 

These dimensions indicate that branding is not simply a surface-level commitment but indicates deeper 

commitments to fairness, regulatory compliance, and consumer empowerment. Companies that incorporate 

these items into their branding will be more successful in growing adoption and referrals. 

 
4.3 Challenges Hindering Consumer Trust 
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Despite substantial growth, important challenges persist in fostering consumer confidence in India's digital 

lending ecosystem. One ongoing issue is financial literacy. Many first-time borrowers do not grasp how 

interest rates, equated monthly instalments (EMIs) or compounded interest function, making them liable to 

overborrow and default. 

 

A second challenge is the digital divide. Smartphone penetration has increased, but many rural consumers still 

use entry-level devices and lack sufficient internet connectivity. These downstream technological barriers 

reduce access and create frustration. 

 

A third problem is the lack of visibility of many potential borrowers in formal credit scoring channels. Nearly 

300 million Indians have no credit histories (Kshetri 2021), and thus fintech firms resort to alternative data 

like mobile recharge histories, e-wallet transactions or bill payment histories. While this approach might widen 

access, important questions about accuracy, privacy, and justice emerge. 

 

 
Figure 3. Barriers to Consumer Trust in Digital Lending in India 

Source: Authors’ synthesis of RBI (2025), Kshetri (2021), and Ghosh (2020). 

 

If these factors are not confronted systematically, then trust deficits could linger and not support the 

development of the relevant propositions of inclusive finance. Additionally, India’s experience with digital 

lending can be regarded with insights from other countries that are experiencing similar developments. In 

China, Ant Financial has paved the way for large-scale digital lending by integrating itself with Alipay and e-

commerce. Loans were made available by using behavioural data and social credit data with instant approval 

mechanisms. While it has extended credit access, it has been criticised for potentially surveilling loans and 

with the associated risks of consumer data privacy (Arner, Barberis, and Buckley 2020).  

 

Several elements can be considered in the Indonesian experience and then placed in contrast with India. 

Indonesia had made the systemic and proactive decision to mandate licensing and then focus on the 
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establishment of industry standards and consumer protection regarding peer-to-peer lending platforms early 

in the Indonesian digital lending experience. From the emergence of frameworks governing standards of 

conduct, levels of transparency and practices surrounding borrower education these products, Indonesia was 

able to create a sustainable individual digital lending ecosystem (Leong et al. 2022)  

 

For India, whilst countries and jurisdictions can be similar, the call is clear that whilst a focus on innovation 

must be promoted, regulatory frameworks supported with consumer education are necessary to maintain 

accountability, trust and transparency, whilst enhancing the innovation potential. 

 

5. Policy and Managerial Implications 

 

Fintech players must accept that building trust will typically need a long game. Investment in customer 

education (local language videos; clear and open EMI calculators; interactive FAQs) will lower defaults and 

raise customer satisfaction. Ethical data practices will also be critical for building and maintaining trust (i.e. 

informed consent and purpose-limited data collection).  

 

For regulators, there is the runway of compliance, but the quieter responsibility is the preservation of 

innovation. The Digital Lending Directions (2025) is a great start, but regulators will need to continue to 

monitor and continually improve compliance mechanisms in their pursuit of continuously managing evolving 

risks. Supporting interoperability for all platforms and standardising the conditions for a grievance mechanism 

are good practices and could build customer confidence. 

 

The ecosystem players - banks and investors, and NGOs - all have a part to play. Banks and investors can lend 

their support by finding resourcing for responsible fintechs, and NGOs and media can help to increase 

awareness, share best practices, and reveal bad behaviours. Trust in a digital lender is not, therefore, just a best 

practice responsibility; it is a shared responsibility. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

With advancements in technology, supportive regulations, and changing consumer preferences all working 

towards favour of digital lending in India, a rapid escalation is witnessed. On the other hand, in this 

atmosphere, only those firms which know how to build trust and market confidence among customers will be 

able to sustain growth in the long run. Fintech companies, unlike banks, have to build such credibility from 

scratch; therefore, branding is an essential means for signalling transparency, fairness, and integrity. 
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These articles show that across various branding dimensions, consumer trust interacts with clarity, safety, 

support, visibility, and design-all directly dependent on adoption and loyalty. The analysis further indicates 

that while regulation may set a foundation, long-term trust is earned by educating consumers, conducting data 

being conducted ethically, and delivering responsive service.  

 

Future Research: This study employs a qualitative, secondary-data approach. Extension research could gather 

quantitative data from sources such as surveys, structural equation modelling, or econometric analysis to 

directly test the relationship between various dimensions of branding and consumer trust, thereby providing a 

greater evidential base for policymaking and strategic decision-making. 

 

To put it simply, trust would drive India's digital lending market tomorrow, not technology. Fintechs known 

for fairness and accountability will not just survive in competition but lead the next financial inclusion drive. 
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