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Abstract 

The entrepreneurial engagement of rural women in India has experienced substantial growth, primarily 

driven by economic necessity, financial inclusion initiatives, and the digital transformation. Women-led 

businesses across sectors such as agriculture, handicrafts, textiles, food processing, and services have 

become instrumental in fostering rural economic development, creating employment opportunities, and 

empowering women. This paper explores the emerging trends in rural women’s entrepreneurship, the key 

factors influencing their entrepreneurial choices, and the challenges they encounter, including financial 

limitations, societal constraints, and restricted market access. Government programs like MUDRA Yojana, 

Stand-Up India, and NRLM have been pivotal in providing the financial and infrastructural support 

necessary for their ventures, while NGOs and Self-Help Groups (SHGs) contribute significantly to skill 

development and business networking. Despite these advancements, rural women continue to face barriers 

such as limited access to credit, digital illiteracy, and entrenched gender norms that hinder their 

entrepreneurial growth. This study underscores the potential of the digital economy, sustainable enterprises, 

and green businesses in offering expanded opportunities for women entrepreneurs. Based on these findings, 

the paper proposes policy recommendations aimed at improving financial access, enhancing skill-building 

programs, and strengthening market linkages. Future research should focus on evaluating the impact of 

government schemes, exploring technology-driven entrepreneurship, and examining the socio-cultural 

factors that influence the entrepreneurial decisions of rural women. A multi-stakeholder approach, 

involving collaboration among government, the private sector, and community-based support systems, is 

essential for creating a sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem for rural women. 

Keywords: Rural Women, Entrepreneurship, Financial Inclusion, Digital Economy, Self-Employment, 

Government Policies. 
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Introduction 

The economic empowerment of women has emerged as a cornerstone for inclusive and sustainable 

development, particularly in rural contexts. In regions where formal employment avenues are constrained, 

self-employment and entrepreneurial ventures have gained prominence as vital means for women to attain 

financial independence and actively contribute to local economies. This shift from traditional wage 

employment to self-driven economic activities is shaped by an interplay of socio-economic, cultural, and 

technological transformations, signifying a broader evolution within rural labor markets. 

Overview of Women’s Employment in Rural Areas 

Rural women in India represent a significant share of the national workforce, especially within agriculture, 

handicrafts, and the informal sector. Despite their substantial participation, a considerable portion of their 

labor remains invisible or unrecognized due to its unpaid, seasonal, or home-based nature. National labor 

data often underrepresents their contributions owing to informal work arrangements, societal norms, and 

restricted access to economic and institutional resources. These constraints lead to persistent challenges 

such as low remuneration, job insecurity, and the absence of social protection mechanisms. Nevertheless, 

there is a growing trend of rural women engaging in self-employment and entrepreneurial initiatives—

signaling a move toward greater economic autonomy and enhanced decision-making power both within 

households and at the community level. 

Significance of Self-Employment and Entrepreneurship in Rural Development 

Entrepreneurship and self-employment are pivotal to rural development, serving as engines for job creation, 

poverty reduction, and local innovation. Women-led micro-enterprises contribute significantly to 

household livelihoods, strengthen local value chains, and foster social cohesion. The proliferation of 

microfinance services, the expansion of digital platforms, and supportive governmental policies have 

collectively enabled more women in rural areas to start and scale their own ventures. These developments 

not only yield economic benefits but also empower women to transcend traditional gender roles, elevate 

their social standing, and assert greater influence in community affairs.  

Objectives of the Review Paper 

1. To examine emerging trends and patterns in self-employment and entrepreneurship among rural 

women. 

2. To analyze the key enablers—economic, social, and policy-related—that influence women’s 

decisions to engage in entrepreneurial activities. 

3. To identify the principal challenges impeding the growth and sustainability of women-led 

enterprises in rural areas. 

4. To evaluate the contributions of government initiatives, financial institutions, and digital platforms 

in fostering women’s entrepreneurship. 

5. To explore potential strategies and policy recommendations aimed at enhancing rural women’s 

participation in entrepreneurial ecosystems. 

Conceptual Framework 

In the context of rural India, entrepreneurship has evolved beyond a mere source of livelihood—it 

represents a strategic response to structural limitations and a powerful expression of agency. Given the 

persistent scarcity of formal employment opportunities in many rural areas, self-employment and 

entrepreneurial activities have emerged as critical alternatives for women striving for financial security, 

personal dignity, and greater community engagement.  
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Understanding Self-Employment and Entrepreneurship 

Self-employment refers to income-generating activities undertaken independently, without being bound by 

a formal employer. These activities span a wide range—from selling handcrafted goods and running small 

food ventures to offering domestic or personal services from home. Entrepreneurship, while encompassing 

self-employment, involves a higher level of innovation, risk-taking, and growth orientation. It is marked 

by the ability to identify opportunities, mobilize resources, and create value (Schumpeter, 1934; ILO, 

2020). 

In the rural Indian setting, however, entrepreneurial pursuits by women are frequently driven by necessity 

rather than opportunity. Factors such as the need to augment household income, constraints on mobility, 

and adherence to socio-cultural expectations often compel women to initiate business activities within the 

limits of their domestic spheres (Kabeer, 2012). These ventures typically arise in familiar sectors—

handicrafts, dairy, tailoring, food processing—drawing on traditional knowledge and locally accessible 

inputs (Agarwal & Lenka, 2018). Despite their informality, such initiatives provide rural women with 

autonomy over time, financial decisions, and mobility, which are critical dimensions of empowerment. 

Formal vs. Informal Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurial activity in rural India spans both the formal and informal economies, though informal 

enterprises are significantly more prevalent. Formal entrepreneurship involves registered enterprises that 

comply with legal frameworks and are eligible for institutional support, including credit access and 

government incentives (ILO, 2019). In contrast, informal entrepreneurship is generally home-based, 

unregistered, and constrained by factors such as limited education, restricted financial access, and rigid 

socio-cultural roles (Chen, 2020). 

Informal enterprises often lack legal recognition, which limits their access to formal credit, training, and 

markets. However, they also offer flexibility and allow women to reconcile work responsibilities with 

domestic duties.. 

Theoretical Perspectives Informing Rural Women’s Entrepreneurship 

A number of theoretical frameworks shed light on the motivations, structural challenges, and socio-

economic dynamics influencing rural women’s entrepreneurial activities. These perspectives help to form 

a multidimensional conceptual understanding of the phenomenon. 

1. Push–Pull Theory (Gilad & Levine, 1986) 

This theory distinguishes between "push" factors—such as poverty, unemployment, or lack of 

formal employment—and "pull" factors, including personal ambition, family support, and the 

desire for independence. In rural India, many women are pushed into entrepreneurship due to 

economic compulsion but often remain engaged due to the sense of empowerment and fulfillment 

it fosters. 

2. Resource-Based View (RBV) (Barney, 1991) 

The RBV emphasizes the strategic importance of unique, non-substitutable resources—such as 

skills, capital, and networks—in achieving business success. Although rural women often lack 

formal capital or training, they compensate through informal mechanisms like Self-Help Groups 

(SHGs), microfinance institutions, and peer support networks, which facilitate knowledge sharing 

and collective empowerment (Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). 

3. Institutional Theory (North, 1990) 

This perspective highlights the role of both formal institutions (laws, policies) and informal 

institutions (customs, social norms) in shaping entrepreneurial behavior. Rural women often face 

institutional barriers such as limited property rights, mobility restrictions, and lack of institutional 

support, which constrain their ability to engage fully in entrepreneurial ventures (Mazumdar & 

Neetha, 2020). 
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4. Feminist Theory of Entrepreneurship (Ahl & Marlow, 2012) 

This theory critiques traditional economic models for overlooking gendered experiences. It asserts 

that women’s entrepreneurial journeys are shaped by patriarchal norms, gendered labor divisions, 

and inequitable access to resources. Even successful women entrepreneurs in rural areas may face 

diminished recognition, as their work is often deemed secondary to their domestic 

responsibilities. 

5. Schumpeter’s Innovation Theory (Schumpeter, 1934) 

According to Schumpeter, entrepreneurship drives economic development through innovation. 

While radical innovation may be rare among rural women entrepreneurs, they often engage in 

incremental or adaptive innovation—reworking traditional practices to create value-added 

products or services. Examples include eco-friendly handicrafts, value-added agricultural 

processing, or sustainable farming techniques (Singh & Saxena, 2021). 

Trends in Rural Women’s Entrepreneurship 

Over the past few decades, entrepreneurship among rural women in India has witnessed a 

significant transformation. This shift has been shaped by a combination of economic necessity, 

targeted policy interventions, technological innovation, and evolving socio-cultural dynamics. 

Rural women are no longer confined to subsistence roles; instead, they are emerging as key 

contributors to both household income and community-level economic development. Their 

growing presence in entrepreneurial ecosystems signals broader movements toward gender equity, 

self-reliance, and rural resilience. 

Growth of Women-Led Enterprises in Rural India 

The rise of women-led enterprises in rural India reflects a meaningful change in traditional 

occupational patterns. According to the Sixth Economic Census (2013–14), women-owned 

businesses constituted approximately 14% of all enterprises in India, with a significant proportion 

located in rural areas (Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation [MoSPI], 2016). More 

recent data suggest that this number has grown, owing to expanded access to credit, increased 

government support, and the integration of digital tools (Government of India [GOI], 2023). 

Several key drivers have contributed to this upward trend: 

 Financial Inclusion: The expansion of self-help groups (SHGs) and microfinance services has 

enabled rural women to access credit, bypassing traditional banking barriers such as collateral and 

high interest rates (Singh & Saxena, 2021). 

 Government Schemes and Institutional Support: Programs such as Pradhan Mantri MUDRA 

Yojana, Stand-Up India, and the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM) have been 

instrumental in offering financial assistance, entrepreneurship training, and mentorship specifically 

to women (GOI, 2023). 

 Digital Connectivity: Platforms like Mahila E-Haat, Amazon Saheli, and Flipkart Samarth have 

opened new market channels, allowing rural women to sell their products beyond local geographies 

(Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). 

 Skill Development Initiatives: National schemes like Skill India and Deen Dayal Upadhyaya 

Grameen Kaushalya Yojana (DDU-GKY) have equipped women with vocational skills, enhancing 

their ability to manage and scale their businesses (Mazumdar & Neetha, 2020). 

Despite these enablers, rural women entrepreneurs continue to face several challenges—limited 

access to formal financing, restricted mobility, and persistent gender norms. Nevertheless, their 

growing participation in micro and small enterprises signals progress in building inclusive and 

sustainable rural livelihoods. 
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Sectoral Landscape of Rural Women’s Enterprises 

Rural women engage in a diverse array of entrepreneurial sectors. These are shaped by local socio-

economic contexts, resource availability, and cultural traditions. The following sectors highlight 

key areas of engagement: 

1. Agriculture and Allied Activities 

Women have long been integral to India’s agricultural economy. The current trend shows a shift 

toward agripreneurship, with women taking on roles in organic farming, vermicomposting, dairy, 

poultry, and fisheries. Government initiatives such as the Mahila Kisan Sashaktikaran Pariyojana 

(MKSP) under NRLM are specifically aimed at empowering women farmers and supporting 

value-added agricultural enterprises (Agarwal & Lenka, 2018). 

2. Handicrafts and Handloom 

Traditional crafts—including embroidery, weaving, and artisanal products—are being 

commercialized with the help of organizations like the Khadi and Village Industries Commission 

(KVIC). Products such as Madhubani paintings, bamboo crafts, and jute items are now reaching 

national and global markets, demonstrating the economic viability of indigenous skills 

(International Labour Organization [ILO], 2020). 

3. Textiles and Apparel 

In states such as Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, and Rajasthan, women are leading small-scale 

enterprises specializing in regional crafts like block printing, Kantha stitching, and Zardozi 

embroidery. SHGs play a pivotal role in facilitating production, collective bargaining, and e-

commerce integration. 

4. Food Processing and Agro-Based Industries 

Women are increasingly turning to food-based ventures, producing pickles, papads, snacks, and 

spice blends for local and regional markets. The PM Formalization of Micro Food Processing 

Enterprises (PM-FME) scheme supports these entrepreneurs through training, funding, and access 

to processing technology (GOI, 2023). 

5. Service Sector and Rural Tourism 

Emerging trends in the rural service economy include women-led ventures in beauty services, 

early childhood education, community health, and rural tourism. Many women are managing 

homestays, offering traditional cuisine, or running cultural experiences aimed at attracting urban 

and international tourists (Singh & Saxena, 2021). 

Role of Self-Help Groups and Cooperatives 

Self-help groups (SHGs) and cooperatives have emerged as crucial platforms for enhancing the 

entrepreneurial capacity of rural women. These group-based institutions enable women to 

collectively overcome systemic barriers such as lack of credit, market access, and formal training. 

Their role in empowering women through social solidarity and economic inclusion is increasingly 

acknowledged in rural development discourse (Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). 

1. Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and Microfinance 

The SHG model, especially popularized under the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM), 

allows women to pool their savings and access microcredit without reliance on formal banking 

institutions. These groups create a supportive environment for entrepreneurship by fostering peer 

learning and joint liability, which improves repayment discipline and credit access. A notable 

example is Lijjat Papad, a women-led enterprise that transformed from a small papad-making group 

into a nationally recognized brand, showcasing the potential of SHG-based business models 

(Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). 
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2. Women’s Cooperatives 

Women-led cooperatives in sectors such as dairy and textiles have proven effective in generating 

sustainable income through collective resource pooling. The Amul cooperative, which played a 

central role in India’s White Revolution, significantly uplifted women in rural Gujarat by providing 

them with stable incomes and a sense of ownership. Similarly, textile cooperatives in Tamil Nadu 

and Odisha have empowered thousands of rural women by integrating traditional craft skills into 

formal markets (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2020). 

3. Digital and E-Commerce Integration 

Government-backed digital platforms such as Mahila E-Haat and GeM (Government e-

Marketplace) are revolutionizing rural women’s access to wider markets. These platforms eliminate 

intermediaries, allowing SHG members to sell products directly and retain a higher share of profits. 

Integration with e-commerce platforms enhances visibility and competitiveness while promoting 

local entrepreneurship (Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018; Government of India [GOI], 2023). 

Factors Driving Rural Women Toward Self-Employment 

The rise in self-employment among rural women in India is shaped by a mix of economic necessity, 

structural changes, and enabling policies. These drivers have reshaped the landscape of rural 

livelihoods, pushing women toward micro-enterprises and informal sector participation. 

Economic Pressure and Livelihood Necessity 

In rural India, women are increasingly engaging in income-generating activities due to the scarcity 

of formal employment and the need to supplement family income. As rural men migrate to cities, 

women often shoulder the dual burden of caregiving and earning. This has driven them into micro-

enterprises like tailoring, animal husbandry, and processed food production, which require low 

investment and allow flexible work hours (Mazumdar & Neetha, 2020). Women-led income tends 

to enhance household well-being, especially in terms of children’s education, nutrition, and 

healthcare (Agarwal & Lenka, 2018; Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). 

Skill Development and Capacity Building 

Skill development initiatives have become vital for rural women’s entry into self-employment. 

National-level programs such as the Skill India Mission, Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Grameen 

Kaushalya Yojana (DDU-GKY), and Rural Self-Employment Training Institutes (RSETIs) provide 

training in sectors like food processing, tailoring, and digital literacy. These programs have 

equipped women with practical skills for business sustainability (GOI, 2023). State-specific efforts 

like Mission Shakti in Odisha and Mahalir Thittam in Tamil Nadu have furthered this agenda by 

promoting entrepreneurship with leadership and market orientation training (Singh & Saxena, 

2021). 

Access to Credit and Financial Schemes 

Financial access is a foundational requirement for rural women entrepreneurs. SHGs and 

microfinance institutions (MFIs) offer collateral-free loans tailored for small-scale businesses, 

helping overcome exclusion from traditional banking. Government schemes like the Pradhan 

Mantri MUDRA Yojana (PMMY) provide micro-loans of up to ₹10 lakh, while Stand-Up India 

supports women-owned greenfield enterprises with loans from ₹10 lakh to ₹1 crore (GOI, 2023). 

The NRLM framework also facilitates access to revolving funds and community investment funds. 

These interventions enhance business viability and local job creation (Agarwal & Lenka, 2018; 

ILO, 2020). 
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Digital Access and E-Commerce Integration 

The digital revolution has broadened entrepreneurial opportunities for rural women. Affordable 

smartphones and mobile internet access have allowed women to operate businesses from home, 

reducing the need for physical storefronts. Platforms like Amazon Saheli, Flipkart Samarth, and 

Mahila E-Haat connect rural producers with urban and global buyers (Sharma & Chaturvedi, 

2018). Digital payment tools like UPI ensure secure, cashless transactions, while social media tools 

enable direct marketing and customer engagement. Free learning platforms such as SWAYAM and 

YouTube offer women access to knowledge on finance, branding, and production techniques (Singh 

& Saxena, 2021; IAMAI, 2022). 

Challenges Faced by Rural Women Entrepreneurs 

Rural women entrepreneurs in India play an increasingly vital role in the socio-economic 

development of their communities. However, they often confront multifaceted challenges that 

hinder their ability to sustain and scale their enterprises. These challenges are deeply rooted in 

financial limitations, socio-cultural norms, educational gaps, and inadequate institutional support 

(Mazumdar & Neetha, 2020). 

Financial Barriers 

Access to institutional finance continues to be a significant constraint for rural women. Due to lack 

of collateral—especially land and property typically owned by male family members—women 

often fail to meet the prerequisites for formal credit (Agarwal & Lenka, 2018). Gender biases in 

lending practices further exacerbate this issue, limiting women’s financial autonomy (ILO, 2020). 

Although government schemes such as the MUDRA Yojana and NRLM offer support, many 

women remain unaware of these options or are discouraged by bureaucratic hurdles (Sharma & 

Chaturvedi, 2018). As a result, informal borrowing from high-interest moneylenders is common, 

creating cycles of unsustainable debt (Mazumdar & Neetha, 2020). 

Socio-Cultural Constraints 

Entrenched gender norms often prioritize women's domestic roles over their economic ambitions. 

Cultural resistance and restrictions on mobility further limit their access to markets, training 

programs, and entrepreneurial networks (Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). In patriarchal societies, 

women entrepreneurs frequently face community skepticism, which discourages participation in 

business and public life (ILO, 2020). 

Educational and Digital Literacy Gaps 

Limited access to formal education and business training inhibits rural women’s ability to manage 

enterprises effectively. Many lack basic skills in accounting, marketing, branding, and taxation, 

which are critical for business growth (Singh & Saxena, 2021). Furthermore, with the rise of digital 

commerce, digital illiteracy has become a new barrier, excluding women from e-commerce 

opportunities and mobile banking services (IAMAI, 2022). 

Market Access and Competitive Pressure 

Geographical isolation and poor infrastructure often restrict rural women’s access to wider markets. 

Many are forced to rely on intermediaries, reducing their profit margins and increasing their 

vulnerability to exploitation (Agarwal & Lenka, 2018). Furthermore, their products often struggle 

to compete with mass-produced items due to lack of branding, standardization, and packaging (ILO, 

2020). While platforms such as Mahila E-Haat and Amazon Saheli exist to support them, usage 

remains limited due to poor digital connectivity and awareness (GOI, 2023). 
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Work-Life Balance Challenges 

Balancing entrepreneurial activities with domestic responsibilities places a considerable burden on 

rural women. With little support from family members and limited access to childcare facilities, 

women often experience high stress and reduced productivity (Mazumdar & Neetha, 2020). 

Promoting shared domestic responsibilities and developing community childcare systems are 

essential for improving entrepreneurial outcomes (Singh & Saxena, 2021). 

Government Policies and Support Programs for Rural Women Entrepreneurs 

Recognizing the potential of rural women in fostering inclusive development, the Government of 

India has launched multiple initiatives to support and promote women entrepreneurship. These 

programs focus on financial inclusion, skill development, market access, and digital empowerment. 

Pradhan Mantri MUDRA Yojana (PMMY) 

Launched in 2015, PMMY provides collateral-free loans under three categories—Shishu, Kishore, 

and Tarun—tailored to different business stages. More than 68% of beneficiaries are women, 

particularly those running home-based or small-scale businesses (GOI, 2023). 

National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM) 

Operational since 2011, NRLM emphasizes the formation and strengthening of women-led Self-

Help Groups (SHGs). It provides interest-free loans, training, and market support to promote self-

employment in areas such as agriculture and cottage industries (ILO, 2020). 

Stand-Up India Scheme 

This scheme supports women and marginalized communities with loans ranging from ₹10 lakh to 

₹1 crore to start businesses in manufacturing, trading, and services. It has notably benefitted women 

engaged in agro-processing, handicrafts, and traditional enterprises (Sharma & Chaturvedi, 2018). 

Mahila E-Haat 

An initiative of the Ministry of Women and Child Development, Mahila E-Haat is an online 

platform that allows women entrepreneurs to display and sell their products directly to consumers. 

It also provides access to financial and marketing services (GOI, 2023). 

Digital and Skill Development Programs 

Complementary initiatives such as Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Grameen Kaushalya Yojana and 

Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana focus on vocational training. Meanwhile, platforms like 

Amazon Saheli and E-Sanjeevani help women transition into digital marketplaces by offering e-

commerce support and training (Singh & Saxena, 2021). 

2. Role of NGOs and International Agencies 

While government programs provide a structural framework for women’s economic empowerment, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international agencies often act as crucial 

catalysts for localized change. These organizations bridge implementation gaps, enhance 

community awareness, and foster capacity building through grassroots interventions (Kabeer, 2017; 

ILO, 2020). 

a) NGOs Facilitating Entrepreneurship Development 

Organizations like the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) have led efforts in 

empowering informal sector women workers through cooperative models, financial inclusion, and 

vocational training. With over 1.5 million members, SEWA significantly impacts the livelihoods 

of agricultural and handicraft workers (Mazumdar & Neetha, 2020). Similarly, the Mann Deshi 

Foundation and Hand in Hand India offer entrepreneurial training, microfinance, and digital 
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literacy programs, reporting extensive outreach among rural women (ILO, 2020; Singh & Saxena, 

2021). 

b) Contributions of International Organizations 

Institutions such as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), International 

Labour Organization (ILO), and the World Bank collaborate with Indian agencies to improve 

rural development schemes. For instance, UNDP’s Women’s Entrepreneurship Platform and 

ILO’s Women’s Entrepreneurship Development initiative provide both technical support and 

policy advocacy (UNDP, 2021). The World Bank-supported Tejaswini initiative is another 

example, focusing on financial literacy and vocational training specifically for young rural women 

(World Bank, 2020). 

3. Implementation Barriers 

Despite well-structured schemes, implementation remains a challenge. Key obstacles include lack 

of awareness about available programs, especially in remote areas (NITI Aayog, 2021). 

Bureaucratic hurdles such as extensive documentation and loan disbursement delays deter many 

potential beneficiaries (Gupta & Jain, 2019). Furthermore, digital illiteracy restricts women’s 

ability to utilize online platforms like Mahila E-Haat. Deep-rooted patriarchal norms, coupled 

with mobility constraints, further inhibit women's entrepreneurial pursuits (Chaudhary, 2020). 

4. Policy Recommendations 

To maximize the reach and impact of these programs, the following strategies are recommended: 

 Streamline Access to Credit: Simplify procedures under schemes like MUDRA and Stand-Up 

India to enhance women's access to financial resources (SIDBI, 2021). 

 Strengthen Awareness Drives: Use local languages and community-based communication to 

spread knowledge about government and NGO programs. 

 Expand Digital Training: Basic digital literacy is essential for engaging with e-commerce and 

digital finance platforms (Ministry of Skill Development, 2020). 

 Promote Societal Acceptance: Gender sensitization efforts must be integrated at both community 

and household levels to support women's economic roles (UN Women, 2019). 

The Future of Rural Women’s Entrepreneurship 

As rural economies evolve, women entrepreneurs are emerging as key agents of socio-economic 

transformation. Digital tools, sustainable practices, and supportive policies are opening new paths 

for rural women. However, lasting progress depends on sustained policy support, skills training, 

and access to credit (OECD, 2020). 

1. New Avenues in the Digital Economy and E-Commerce 

The digital revolution is redefining rural enterprise, offering opportunities that were previously 

inaccessible. 

a) Selling Through Online Marketplaces 

Platforms like Amazon Saheli, Flipkart Samarth, and Mahila E-Haat allow rural women to 

market handicrafts and traditional goods nationwide. Social media platforms—Facebook, 

Instagram, and WhatsApp Business—are being widely adopted for customer outreach (Mehta & 

Roy, 2021). 
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b) Embracing Digital Payments 

Digital tools like mobile banking and Unified Payments Interface (UPI) reduce dependence on 

cash. Initiatives such as Digital India and Jan Dhan Yojana have facilitated women's entry into 

the formal banking system—an essential step toward entrepreneurial sustainability (RBI, 2021). 

c) Gaining Digital Skills 

Programs like Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY) and the Rural Digital 

Literacy Mission train women in areas like e-commerce, online marketing, and digital finance 

(Ministry of Electronics and IT, 2020). 

d) Work-from-Home and Freelancing 

Access to the internet is creating gig work and remote job opportunities via platforms such as 

Upwork, Fiverr, and LinkedIn—ideal for women restricted by family or social constraints (Bansal 

& Agarwal, 2021) 

2. The Rise of Green and Sustainable Enterprises 

Rural women are making important contributions to environmentally sustainable entrepreneurship. 

a) Organic and Agro-Based Enterprises 

Women are increasingly engaged in organic farming, herbal products, and sustainable 

agriculture. Female-led Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs) are linking with urban markets 

to sell organic goods (FAO, 2020). 

b) Handmade and Eco-Friendly Goods 

Eco-conscious consumer demand is rising for bamboo products, biodegradable packaging, and 

sustainable textiles. Women in Dhar and Indore are innovating with recycled materials and green 

designs (Raj & Sharma, 2022). 

c) Renewable Energy Ventures 

Initiatives like Solar Saheli by SELCO India are training women to become solar entrepreneurs, 

thus contributing to rural electrification and income generation (SELCO Foundation, 2020). 

d) Waste Management Innovations 

Women-led startups are addressing issues like plastic waste, recycling, and composting, often 

under the umbrella of the Swachh Bharat Mission (MoHUA, 2021). 

3. What More Can Be Done? – Policy Recommendations 

Despite these advancements, gaps remain in finance, digital access, support systems, and gender-

sensitive policies. 

a) Make Finance More Accessible 

 Streamline processes under MUDRA and Stand-Up India. 

 Introduce interest-free microfinance and collateral-free loans for women-led green startups. 

b) Strengthen Digital Access and Literacy 

 Include digital modules in all entrepreneurship training. 

 Improve internet and mobile infrastructure in underserved rural areas. 

c) Build Supportive Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 

 Establish women-centric incubators and mentorship programs. 
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 Promote public-private partnerships to invest in women’s rural ventures. 

d) Empower Through Community Models 

 Strengthen Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and FPOs for collective action. 

 Foster intergenerational mentorship between successful and new entrepreneurs. 

e) Promote Gender-Responsive Policies 

 Recognize unpaid care work in policy frameworks. 

 Integrate childcare support and flexible work arrangements in entrepreneurship schemes (UN 

Women, 2020). 

Summary of Key Insights 

Rural women in India are increasingly emerging as dynamic contributors to economic and social 

development rather than passive beneficiaries. Several recent developments underscore this shift: 

 Increasing Entrepreneurial Participation: A growing number of rural women are initiating and 

managing micro-enterprises in sectors such as handicrafts, agro-processing, and digital services. 

Self-Help Groups (SHGs), cooperatives, and grassroots networks have played a significant role in 

facilitating this transition. 

 Facilitating Factors: Women’s entry into entrepreneurship is largely enabled by economic 

necessity, alongside access to skill development initiatives and government schemes like the 

National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM), MUDRA Yojana, and Stand-Up India. 

 Expanding Sectoral Involvement: Rural women are excelling in various domains, including 

agriculture, textiles, green enterprises, and e-commerce, demonstrating both adaptability and 

innovation. 

 Persistent Obstacles: Despite progress, challenges such as limited access to financial resources, 

mobility restrictions, and the burden of balancing domestic responsibilities continue to hamper 

women's full economic participation. 

 Promising Outlook: The digital revolution, increasing awareness of environmental sustainability, 

and policy reforms are paving the way for a more inclusive and empowering ecosystem for rural 

women entrepreneurs. 

Practical Recommendations for the Way Forward 

To translate potential into sustainable outcomes, a combination of structural reform, policy 

innovation, and community-led action is required: 

a) Enhancing Financial Inclusion 

 Promote collateral-free, low-interest loans tailored for women-led enterprises. 

 Develop inclusive financial products aligned with rural women’s needs. 

 Strengthen the role of microfinance institutions (MFIs) and cooperatives to expand outreach. 

b) Improving Digital and Market Connectivity 

 Invest in robust digital infrastructure and ensure affordable internet access in rural areas. 

 Offer subsidized digital literacy training, especially in online marketing and digital transactions. 

 Create region-specific online platforms to showcase and sell women-made products. 
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c) Expanding Training and Mentorship Opportunities 

 Establish rural business incubation centers providing training in entrepreneurship and leadership. 

 Promote mentorship programs that connect experienced women entrepreneurs with aspiring ones. 

 Integrate entrepreneurial education into vocational training and school curricula. 

d) Ensuring Effective Policy Implementation and Gender Equity 

 Simplify access to government schemes and enhance transparency in implementation. 

 Formulate policies that address the realities of rural women, including caregiving responsibilities. 

 Extend social security coverage and affordable insurance plans to women entrepreneurs. 

e) Supporting Green and Sustainable Ventures 

 Provide financial and technical support for eco-friendly and climate-resilient businesses. 

 Promote sustainable agricultural practices and traditional crafts through partnerships. 

 Launch green business incubators to nurture enterprises focused on environmental impact. 

Conclusion 

The entrepreneurial journey of rural women in India is evolving from basic livelihood activities to 

more sustainable, scalable, and innovative ventures. This transformation is being driven by the 

convergence of state policies, digital platforms, and community-based models like SHGs and 

Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs). However, achieving long-term impact requires sustained 

investment in digital literacy, financial inclusion, skill development, and supportive infrastructure. 

The increasing shift toward self-employment among rural women reflects both economic necessity 

and the rising efficacy of support systems such as credit schemes, training initiatives, and access to 

digital tools. Yet, challenges such as poverty, inadequate access to resources, and deep-rooted 

gender norms must be systematically addressed through multidimensional strategies. Government 

initiatives like MUDRA, NRLM, and Stand-Up India have laid the foundation for inclusive 

entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, effective implementation, community awareness, and active NGO 

engagement remain crucial for maximizing their impact. A collaborative approach involving public, 

private, and international actors can help overcome access barriers and expand opportunities. 

Ultimately, rural women’s entrepreneurship holds transformative potential—not only as a means of 

individual empowerment but also as a catalyst for broader rural development, poverty alleviation, 

and gender equity. Future policy frameworks must prioritize inclusive growth, targeted 

interventions, and a gender-sensitive entrepreneurial ecosystem to fully harness this potential. 
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