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Abstract 

This research explores the intricate relationship between women’s 

entrepreneurship, economic independence, gender equality, and sustainable growth, 

with a specific focus on rural India. It examines how entrepreneurial activities not 

only empower women and enhance their financial autonomy but also contribute to 

the resilience and sustainability of local economies. Women entrepreneurs in rural 

areas play a pivotal role in diversifying livelihoods, promoting eco-friendly 

practices, and creating inclusive (World Bank, 2020) growth opportunities. The 

study investigates the factors that facilitate or hinder rural women’s entrepreneurial 

ventures, including socio-cultural norms, access to financial and technological 

resources, and the effectiveness of existing policy frameworks. Furthermore, it 

analyzes the broader impact of women’s entrepreneurship on household well-being, 

community development, and intergenerational gender equity. By synthesizing 

existing literature, empirical insights, and case studies, this research provides a 

comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted role of entrepreneurship in 

advancing gender equality while fostering sustainable economic development in 

rural India. The paper concludes by offering policy recommendations and practical 

strategies tailored to the challenges and opportunities faced by rural women 

entrepreneurs in achieving inclusive (World Bank, 2020) and sustainable growth.  

Keywords: rural women entrepreneurship, economic independence, gender 

equality, sustainable growth, empowerment, policy frameworks, India 

 
 

Introduction 

Gender equality is a fundamental human right and a 

crucial driver of sustainable development (UN 

Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020), yet women in rural 

India continue to face significant barriers to their full 

participation in economic and social life. Economic 

independence, defined as the ability to control one’s 

financial resources and make autonomous decisions, 

is a critical pillar of gender equality and inclusive 

(World Bank, 2020) growth.  

 

 

 For rural Indian women, achieving economic 

independence often requires overcoming deeply 

entrenched patriarchal (Kantor, 2002) structures and 

traditional gender roles that confine them primarily 

to the domestic sphere. 

 Entrepreneurship has the potential to serve as a 

powerful catalyst for women’s empowerment (ILO, 

2019), advancing not only economic independence 

and gender equality but also contributing to 

sustainable growth in rural communities. By starting 

and managing their own businesses, women can gain 



 
 

Bodhi International Journal of 

Research in Humanities, Arts and Science 

Vol. 10     Special Issue 2   December 2025  

E-ISSN: 2456-5571   

 

 
www.bodhijournals.com 66 

control over their livelihoods, generate income, and 

build assets. This is particularly significant in rural 

regions where women often face limited access to 

formal employment opportunities. Entrepreneurship 

provides rural women with a pathway to financial 

autonomy while also creating ripple effects in 

household welfare, community development, and 

local economic resilience. In doing so, it challenges 

traditional power dynamics and fosters inclusive 

(World Bank, 2020), long-term development. 

 This research examines the complex interplay 

between women’s entrepreneurship, economic 

independence, gender equality, and sustainable 

growth within the context of rural India. It highlights 

the multiple ways in which entrepreneurial activities 

empower rural women, enhance their financial and 

social standing, and contribute to broader community 

well-being. The study also investigates the structural 

challenges and opportunities influencing women’s 

entrepreneurial participation, including socio-cultural 

norms, access to resources, technological integration, 

and the effectiveness of policy frameworks. By 

providing a comprehensive analysis of these 

dynamics, the research aims to inform policy 

discussions and propose strategies that strengthen 

rural women’s entrepreneurship as a driver of gender 

equality and sustainable economic development in 

India. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

This research builds on multiple theoretical 

perspectives to understand the relationship between 

rural women’s entrepreneurship, economic 

independence, gender equality, and sustainable 

growth. 

 At the core is the empowerment (ILO, 2019) 

framework, which emphasizes the process through 

which women gain greater control over resources, 

decision-making, and their own lives. 

Entrepreneurship provides rural women with 

opportunities to generate income, acquire assets, and 

enhance their bargaining power within households 

and communities—an essential foundation for 

gender equality and sustainable development (UN 

Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020). 

 The gender and development perspective 

highlights the structural barriers created by the 

gendered division of labor, where rural women are 

often confined to unpaid care work and low-income 

agricultural activities. Entrepreneurship enables them 

to move beyond traditional roles, increasing 

participation in productive economic activities and 

contributing to inclusive (World Bank, 2020) rural 

growth. 

 Social capital theory is also central, as rural 

women entrepreneurs often rely heavily on collective 

mechanisms such as Self-Help Groups (NABARD 

(NABARD, 2021), 2021; Swain & Wallentin, 2009) 

(SHGs), cooperatives, and community networks. 

These networks foster collaboration, knowledge-

sharing, and collective action, strengthening 

women’s economic ventures while building social 

resilience. 

 The intersectionality framework further explains 

how multiple dimensions of identity—such as 

gender, caste, and class, and geographic location— 

shape rural women’s entrepreneurial experiences. 

Recognizing these intersections is critical for 

designing policies that are inclusive (World Bank, 

2020) and equitable. 

 Finally, from a sustainability perspective, 

women’s entrepreneurship not only contributes to 

financial autonomy but also supports community 

resilience, environmental responsibility, and 

intergenerational equity. Women entrepreneurs often 

engage in small-scale, resource-efficient enterprises 

that emphasize local materials, eco-friendly 

practices, and community well-being—fostering 

sustainable rural economies. 

 Thus, the conceptual framework situates 

women’s entrepreneurship at the nexus of economic 

empowerment (ILO, 2019), gender equality, and 

sustainable development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 

2020), offering a holistic lens to study its 

transformative potential in rural India. 

 

Rural Women’s Entrepreneurship and Economic 

Independence: A Pathway to Sustainable Growth 

Rural women’s entrepreneurship has emerged as a 

powerful driver of economic independence and a 
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catalyst for sustainable growth in India’s villages. By 

venturing into business activities, rural women gain 

the ability to control financial resources, make 

independent decisions, and contribute meaningfully 

to their families and communities. Beyond individual 

empowerment (ILO, 2019), their entrepreneurial 

efforts create ripple effects that enhance social 

inclusion, strengthen local economies, and promote 

resilience against poverty and economic shocks. 

 Diversification of Livelihoods: Traditionally, 

rural women have been engaged in agriculture and 

unpaid household labor. Entrepreneurship allows 

them to diversify into activities such as livestock 

rearing, handicrafts, tailoring, food processing, and 

micro-retail enterprises. This diversification reduces 

reliance on seasonal agriculture, stabilizes incomes, 

and creates sustainable livelihood options that are 

less vulnerable to climate (UNDP, 2020) and market 

fluctuations. 

 

Micro and Small Enterprises (MSEs) 

Rural women entrepreneurs largely operate micro 

and small enterprises that utilize local resources to 

meet community needs. These enterprises not only 

provide income for the entrepreneur but also 

strengthen local value chains, reduce rural–urban 

migration, and build self-reliant communities. The 

use of traditional knowledge in combination with 

modern practices often results in eco-friendly and 

culturally sustainable products. 

 Financial Inclusion through SHGs: Self-Help 

Groups (NABARD (NABARD, 2021), 2021; Swain 

& Wallentin, 2009) (SHGs) remain a cornerstone of 

rural women’s entrepreneurship. They enable 

financial inclusion by pooling savings, providing 

access to microcredit, and fostering collective 

bargaining power. SHGs also cultivate a sense of 

solidarity, reduce risks, and act as platforms for 

scaling up businesses—thereby laying the foundation 

for long-term sustainable growth. 

 Impact on Household Dynamics and Community 

Development: Women’s income from 

entrepreneurship contributes directly to household 

well-being by improving spending on health, 

education, and nutrition. At the community level, 

women-led businesses often create employment 

opportunities for other women, fostering inclusive 

(World Bank, 2020) development and promoting 

gender equity in local economies. 

 

Breaking the Cycle of Poverty 

Entrepreneurship empowers rural women to move 

beyond subsistence living by building assets and 

generating intergenerational benefits. Children, 

particularly girls, in entrepreneurial households often 

gain better access to education, thus reinforcing 

pathways toward gender equality and sustainable 

progress. 

 In sum, rural women’s entrepreneurship is not 

only about financial independence but also about 

building sustainable local economies. It reduces 

poverty, promotes social equity, and contributes to 

the broader goals of sustainable development (UN 

Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020) by linking empowerment 

(ILO, 2019), inclusivity, and resilience. 

 

Factors Influencing Rural Women’s 

Entrepreneurship 

The growth and sustainability of rural women’s 

entrepreneurship in India are shaped by a complex 

interplay of socio-cultural, economic, infrastructural, 

and environmental factors. Understanding these 

influences is crucial to designing effective 

interventions that foster economic independence, 

gender equality, and sustainable growth. 

 

Socio-Cultural Norms 

Deeply rooted patriarchal (Kantor, 2002) traditions 

often assign women to domestic roles, restricting 

their mobility and limiting participation in income-

generating activities. Gender stereotypes discourage 

women from pursuing entrepreneurship, while caste-

based hierarchies create additional hurdles for 

marginalized groups. Challenging these norms is 

vital for expanding women’s entrepreneurial 

potential and achieving inclusive (World Bank, 2020) 

rural development. 

 

Access to Finance 

Lack of collateral and credit history prevents many 

women from accessing formal bank loans. While 
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Self-Help Groups (NABARD (NABARD, 2021), 

2021; Swain & Wallentin, 2009) (SHGs) and 

microfinance (Swain & Wallentin, 2009) 

(Government of India, 2016; SIDBI (SIDBI, 2020), 

2020) institutions have opened avenues of credit, 

scaling up enterprises often requires larger and more 

flexible financing. Strengthening gender-sensitive 

financial systems is essential for promoting 

sustainable entrepreneurial growth. 

 

Access to Technology and Digital Literacy 

The digital (OECD, 2021) divide significantly limits 

rural women’s access to markets, information, and e-

commerce platforms. Low digital (OECD, 2021) 

literacy prevents them from leveraging mobile 

banking, online sales, and AI-driven tools that could 

expand their businesses. Bridging this gap is key to 

ensuring that rural women entrepreneurs can 

participate in the digital (OECD, 2021) economy and 

benefit from technology-driven sustainable 

development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020). 

 

Education and Skills Training 

Low literacy levels and lack of vocational training 

hinder women’s ability to acquire entrepreneurial and 

managerial skills. Programs that integrate financial 

literacy, sustainable business practices, and eco-

friendly production methods can enhance both 

business success and long-term community 

resilience. 

 

Infrastructure and Market Access 

Unreliable electricity, poor transport systems, and 

limited communication facilities make it difficult for 

women to operate and expand their businesses. 

Equally critical is limited access to markets—both 

local and national. Strengthening rural infrastructure 

and creating inclusive (World Bank, 2020) market 

linkages through cooperatives, rural haats, and digital 

(OECD, 2021) platforms can help women scale 

sustainably. 

 

Family Responsibilities and Time Poverty 

The dual burden of unpaid care work and household 

responsibilities often restricts the time women can 

dedicate to entrepreneurial activities. Lack of 

affordable childcare and support services reduces 

their participation in economic ventures. Addressing 

this constraint is critical for ensuring sustainable and 

inclusive (World Bank, 2020) women’s 

entrepreneurship. 

 

Social Networks and Collective Support 

Community support systems, such as SHGs, 

cooperatives, and NGOs, play a decisive role in 

enabling women to overcome barriers. Social 

networks not only provide financial backing but also 

mentorship, skill-sharing, and collective bargaining 

power—creating a foundation for sustainable and 

resilient enterprises. 

 

Environmental and Climate Factors 

Rural women entrepreneurs are often directly 

affected by climate (UNDP, 2020) change, given 

their dependence on agriculture and natural 

resources. Erratic rainfall, soil degradation, and 

resource scarcity create uncertainties that impact 

their businesses. Promoting green enterprises and 

climate (UNDP, 2020)-resilient practices can help 

women adapt and build sustainable livelihoods. 

 

Impact of Rural Women’s Entrepreneurship on 

Gender Equality and Sustainable Development 

Rural women’s entrepreneurship generates 

transformative outcomes that extend beyond 

individual empowerment (ILO, 2019), contributing 

both to gender equality and to the sustainable 

development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020) of 

communities and local economies. By creating 

economic opportunities, enhancing social 

participation, and fostering environmentally 

conscious practices, women entrepreneurs strengthen 

the foundations of inclusive (World Bank, 2020) and 

resilient rural growth. 

 

Economic Empowerment and Financial 

Autonomy  

Entrepreneurship allows women to earn independent 

incomes, manage financial resources, and build 

assets. This reduces dependence on male family 
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members and enhances women’s bargaining power 

within households. Economic autonomy contributes 

not only to gender equality but also to sustainable 

livelihoods that support long-term family and 

community well-being. 

 

Enhanced Social Status and Recognition 

As women establish and expand businesses, their 

social standing improves within families and 

communities. They are increasingly recognized as 

contributors to the household economy and local 

development, challenging patriarchal (Kantor, 2002) 

norms and reinforcing gender equity in rural society. 

 

Education, Skills, and Human Capital 

Development 

Entrepreneurship initiatives often provide training in 

business management, digital (OECD, 2021) literacy, 

and eco-friendly production techniques. These skill-

building efforts strengthen women’s capacity for 

decision-making while also enhancing local human 

capital—an essential pillar of sustainable 

development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020). 

 

Challenging Gender Norms and Stereotypes 

Women-led businesses disrupt traditional 

assumptions that limit women to unpaid domestic 

labor. By taking on leadership roles, women 

entrepreneurs inspire younger generations and 

contribute to cultural shifts that favor inclusivity and 

equality. 

 

Employment Generation and Inclusive Growth 

Women entrepreneurs frequently employ other 

women, creating livelihood opportunities within their 

communities. This cycle of empowerment (ILO, 

2019) promotes inclusive (World Bank, 2020) rural 

economies, reduces poverty, and ensures broader 

participation in development processes. 

 

Participation in Governance and Collective 

Action 

Economically empowered women are more likely to 

engage in community governance, local decision-

making, and collective action through SHGs and 

cooperatives. Their voices help shape policies on 

education, environmental sustainability, and social 

welfare—strengthening grassroots democracy and 

community resilience. 

 

Reduction in Gender-Based Violence and Social 

Vulnerability 

Financial independence provides women with greater 

negotiating power and security within households, 

which can reduce their vulnerability to domestic 

violence and exploitation. Stronger economic roles 

foster dignity and autonomy, supporting broader 

social sustainability. 

 

Intergenerational Impacts 

Women entrepreneurs invest in their children’s 

education, particularly for daughters, thereby 

breaking cycles of poverty and gender 

discrimination. This intergenerational impact 

strengthens human development outcomes and 

contributes to sustainable progress in rural 

communities. 

 

Environmental Sustainability Practices 

Many rural women-led enterprises—such as organic 

farming, handicrafts using local materials, or eco-

friendly products—adopt resource-efficient and 

environmentally conscious practices. These efforts 

not only support income generation but also align 

with broader goals of sustainable and green 

development. 

 

Challenges Faced by Rural Women 

Entrepreneurs 

While rural women’s entrepreneurship holds 

immense potential for advancing economic 

independence, gender equality, and sustainable 

development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020), 

women entrepreneurs continue to face significant 

structural, social, and environmental barriers. These 

challenges often restrict their ability to scale 

businesses, sustain livelihoods, and fully contribute 

to inclusive (World Bank, 2020) rural growth. 

 

 



 
 

Bodhi International Journal of 

Research in Humanities, Arts and Science 

Vol. 10     Special Issue 2   December 2025  

E-ISSN: 2456-5571   

 

 
www.bodhijournals.com 70 

Limited Mobility and Social Restrictions 

Deep-rooted patriarchal (Kantor, 2002) norms limit 

women’s freedom of movement, reducing their 

access to markets, training programs, and 

entrepreneurial networks. This restricted mobility 

prevents them from expanding businesses beyond 

their villages and from engaging in knowledge-

sharing that fosters innovation and sustainability. 

 

Lack of Collateral and Credit Access 

Formal financial institutions typically require 

collateral, such as land or property, which many rural 

women do not legally own. As a result, women rely 

heavily on microfinance (Swain & Wallentin, 2009) 

(Government of India, 2016; SIDBI (SIDBI, 2020), 

2020) or SHGs, which provide small-scale loans 

insufficient for scaling up. Limited financial access 

directly constrains their ability to build sustainable 

and competitive enterprises. 

 

Digital Divide and Technological Barriers 

Rural women often lack access to digital (OECD, 

2021) tools, internet connectivity, and the skills 

required to use them effectively. This digital (OECD, 

2021) exclusion limits their ability to access wider 

markets, adopt e-commerce, and leverage AI-driven 

innovations that could enhance efficiency, reduce 

costs, and support sustainable practices. 

 

Education, Skills, and Capacity Gaps 

Low literacy rates and limited vocational training 

opportunities hinder rural women’s ability to manage 

enterprises, maintain financial records, or adopt 

sustainable business models. Without structured skill 

development, women’s enterprises remain small, 

informal, and vulnerable to external shocks. 

 

Infrastructure Deficits 

Poor transport, unreliable electricity, and limited 

storage facilities increase transaction costs and 

reduce competitiveness. Weak infrastructure not only 

hampers profitability but also discourages 

environmentally sustainable practices such as value 

addition, renewable energy use, or efficient supply 

chain management. 

 

Time Poverty and Family Responsibilities 

The dual burden of unpaid care work and agricultural 

labor leaves women with limited time to pursue 

entrepreneurship. This “time poverty” reduces 

productivity and hinders the sustainability of their 

ventures. Lack of access to childcare and supportive 

community structures further exacerbates the 

problem. 

Social Exclusion and Intersectional 

Discrimination 

Women from marginalized castes, tribes, or minority 

groups face multiple levels of discrimination that 

restrict access to resources, networks, and 

opportunities. These intersectional barriers 

compound the challenges faced by rural women 

entrepreneurs and limit the inclusivity of 

development outcomes. 

 

Climate Change and Environmental Vulnerability 

Rural women entrepreneurs, especially those 

engaged in agriculture and resource-based 

enterprises, are highly vulnerable to climate (UNDP, 

2020) shocks such as erratic rainfall, droughts, and 

floods. Climate risks threaten their livelihoods, 

increase financial insecurity, and undermine the 

sustainability of women-led enterprises. 

 

Policy Frameworks and Support Programs for 

Sustainable Growth 

To unlock the full potential of rural women’s 

entrepreneurship as a driver of economic 

independence, gender equality, and sustainable 

development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020), 

supportive policy frameworks and institutional 

mechanisms are essential. Over the past two decades, 

the Government of India, along with financial 

institutions and development agencies, has launched 

multiple initiatives to address barriers faced by rural 

women entrepreneurs while promoting inclusive 

(World Bank, 2020) and sustainable growth. 

 

Stand-Up India Scheme (2016) 

This flagship initiative promotes entrepreneurship 

among women and marginalized groups (SC/ST) by 
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offering collateral-free loans between `10 lakh and  

`1 crore. The scheme encourages Greenfield 

enterprises in manufacturing, trading, and services, 

integrating financial support with mentoring and 

capacity-building—critical for sustainable enterprise 

development. 

 

MUDRA Yojana (Micro Units Development and 

Refinance (Government of India, 2016; SIDBI 

(SIDBI, 2020), 2020) Agency) 

Through its tiered lending structure—Shishu, 

Kishore, and Tarun—MUDRA (Government of 

India, 2016) provides collateral-free financial 

assistance for micro and small enterprises. Many 

rural women have benefitted from this scheme to 

start ventures in tailoring, food processing, 

handicrafts, and eco-friendly businesses, aligning 

with local sustainability goals. 

 

Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana – National Rural 

Livelihood Mission (DAY-NRLM) 

DAY-NRLM is one of the largest poverty alleviation 

programs in India, mobilizing millions of rural 

women into Self-Help Groups (NABARD 

(NABARD, 2021), 2021; Swain & Wallentin, 2009) 

(SHGs). It provides access to microfinance (Swain & 

Wallentin, 2009) (Government of India, 2016; SIDBI 

(SIDBI, 2020), 2020), skills training, and enterprise 

development, strengthening women’s collective 

capacity to build sustainable livelihoods and resilient 

communities. 

 

Mahila E-Haat (Ministry of Women and Child 

Development, 2016) 

An online marketing platform by the Ministry of 

Women and Child Development, Mahila E-Haat 

(Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2016) 

connects women entrepreneurs directly to 

consumers. By reducing reliance on intermediaries, it 

increases market visibility and income for rural 

women while fostering digital (OECD, 2021) 

inclusion and sustainable market linkages. 

 

 

 

Women Entrepreneurship Platform (NITI Aayog, 

2018) (WEP) 

Launched by NITI Aayog, WEP is a digital (OECD, 

2021) ecosystem providing mentorship, funding 

access, and networking opportunities. By bridging 

urban–rural divides, it equips women with 

knowledge and digital (OECD, 2021) tools necessary 

for competitive and sustainable business operations. 

 

Rashtriya Mahila Kosh (RMK) 

RMK offers microcredit to marginalized women via 

NGOs and SHGs, enabling income-generating 

activities such as farming, animal husbandry, and 

small trade. This initiative strengthens financial 

inclusion and supports environmentally sustainable 

livelihoods. 

 

TREAD Scheme (Trade-Related Entrepreneurship 

Assistance and Development) 

By covering up to 30% of project costs through 

government grants and supporting training through 

NGOs, TREAD fosters women’s participation in 

trade-related activities. The scheme emphasizes 

capacity-building and long-term sustainability of 

women-led enterprises. 

 

NABARD (NABARD, 2021) and SIDBI (SIDBI, 

2020) Initiatives 

NABARD (NABARD, 2021) supports rural 

entrepreneurship by financing SHGs and producer 

groups while providing skill development and 

infrastructure. SIDBI (SIDBI, 2020) focuses on 

women-centric financial schemes and MSME 

support. Both institutions increasingly integrate 

sustainability principles, encouraging women to 

adopt resource-efficient and eco-friendly practices. 

 

Skill India and PMKVY (Pradhan Mantri 

Kaushal Vikas Yojana) 

These programs emphasize vocational training in 

tailoring, handicrafts, agri-business, and food 

processing. By embedding digital (OECD, 2021) 

literacy and sustainable practices, they equip rural 

women to run environmentally conscious and 

financially viable enterprises. 
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 Collectively, these policy frameworks and 

programs not only expand financial and skill-based 

opportunities for rural women but also integrate 

digital (OECD, 2021) inclusion, eco-friendly 

practices, and resilience-building into entrepreneurial 

ecosystems. Strengthening their reach and ensuring 

effective implementation will be crucial for scaling 

up women’s entrepreneurship as a pathway to 

inclusive (World Bank, 2020) and sustainable rural 

growth. 

 

Case Studies of Rural Women Entrepreneurs in 

India 

Real-life examples of rural women entrepreneurs 

demonstrate how individual initiatives can advance 

economic independence, gender equality, and 

sustainable growth. These stories highlight the 

diverse ways women are transforming livelihoods, 

creating eco-friendly enterprises, and inspiring 

inclusive (World Bank, 2020) community 

development. 

 

Kanika Talukdar – Vermicompost Pioneer, 

Assam 

A widowed mother from Nalbari, Assam, Kanika 

began her journey with only `500 and one kilogram 

of earthworms. Through innovation in 

vermicomposting, she built Jay Vermi Compost, 

supplying organic compost to farmers across eastern 

India via platforms like Amazon and Flip kart. Today, 

her enterprise generates approximately `3.5 lakh per 

month while also providing employment to other 

rural women. By promoting organic farming, 

Kanika’s work strengthens both environmental 

sustainability and local economic resilience. 

 

Saloni Malhotra – Rural BPO Revolution 

(DesiCrew) 

Saloni founded DesiCrew, an IT-enabled services 

company that established BPO centers in rural Tamil 

Nadu. By training and employing villagers, 

particularly women, she created new livelihood 

opportunities outside agriculture. This initiative not 

only bridged the rural–urban digital (OECD, 2021) 

divide but also showcased how digital (OECD, 2021) 

entrepreneurship can empower women, reduce 

migration, and foster sustainable local economies. 

 

Namrata Sundaresan – Artisanal Cheesemaking 

(Käse) 

Co-founder of Käse in Coonoor, Namrata developed 

a social enterprise producing artisanal cheeses while 

employing women, including those with disabilities. 

By creating high-quality products for niche markets, 

she combined traditional skills with sustainable 

practices, empowering rural women through 

dignified employment. Her recognition with the Nari 

Shakti Puraskar underscores the role of women 

entrepreneurs in promoting inclusive (World Bank, 

2020) growth. 

 

Eco Femme – Sustainable Menstrual Products & 

Women-Led Production 

Founded in Auroville, Eco Femme produces 

washable, organic cloth pads stitched by rural 

women artisans. The enterprise has distributed over 

one million reusable pads globally, reducing 

environmental waste while generating fair wages for 

village women. This model demonstrates how 

women-led entrepreneurship can advance gender-

sensitive innovation, environmental sustainability, 

and community empowerment (ILO, 2019) 

simultaneously. 

 These case studies illustrate that rural women 

entrepreneurs are not only achieving economic 

independence but are also driving sustainable 

development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020) 

through eco-friendly practices, digital (OECD, 2021) 

inclusion, and socially inclusive (World Bank, 2020) 

business models. Their success stories serve as 

powerful evidence of women’s capacity to transform 

rural economies into resilient and sustainable 

ecosystems. 

 

Recommendations for Promoting Sustainable and 

Gender-Inclusive Entrepreneurship 

Based on the analysis, the following 

recommendations are proposed to strengthen rural 

women’s entrepreneurship as a pathway to economic 

independence, gender equality, and sustainable 

growth: 
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Expand Access to Credit and Finance 

Simplify loan procedures and ensure timely, 

collateral-free credit through banks and microfinance 

(Swain & Wallentin, 2009) (Government of India, 

2016; SIDBI (SIDBI, 2020), 2020) institutions. 

Encourage green credit lines and gender-responsive 

financing to support eco-friendly and sustainable 

women-led enterprises. 

 

Strengthen Skills, Capacity-Building, and Digital 

Literacy 

Design need-based training programs in local 

languages, focusing on entrepreneurship, financial 

management, digital (OECD, 2021) tools, and 

sustainable business practices. Integrating modules 

on eco-friendly production, waste reduction, and 

renewable energy use can prepare women to compete 

in a sustainability-driven economy. 

 

Improve Infrastructure and Market Linkages 

Invest in rural infrastructure—roads, electricity, 

internet connectivity, and storage facilities—to 

reduce costs and improve efficiency. Expand access 

to e-commerce platforms such as Mahila E-Haat 

(Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2016) 

and encourage women’s participation in local, 

regional, and global value chains to ensure 

sustainable market integration. 

 

Promote Mentorship, Networking, and Collective 

Enterprises 

Establish rural incubation centers and 

entrepreneurship hubs that provide mentorship, 

technical guidance, and networking opportunities. 

Support cooperatives, producer groups, and SHGs to 

enable women to scale collectively, share risks, and 

achieve long-term sustainability. 

 

Encourage Value Addition and Green Enterprises 

Support women entrepreneurs in moving up the 

value chain by providing tools and training in 

processing, packaging, and branding. Incentivize 

enterprises in organic farming, handicrafts, eco-

tourism, and renewable energy to strengthen both 

income security and environmental sustainability. 

Implement Gender-Sensitive Policies and 

Monitoring Systems 

Ensure that entrepreneurship policies and programs 

are designed with a gender lens, backed by sex-

disaggregated data. Monitor implementation to track 

women’s participation and assess sustainability 

outcomes, ensuring inclusivity across caste, class, 

and regional divides. 

Support Work–Life Balance through Social 

Infrastructure 

Provide affordable childcare facilities, community 

support systems, and shared responsibilities within 

households to reduce women’s time poverty. Such 

measures enable greater participation of women in 

entrepreneurial activities and enhance enterprise 

sustainability. 

 

Expand Digital and Technological Inclusion 

Facilitate affordable access to smartphones, internet 

connectivity, and training in digital (OECD, 2021) 

platforms. Promote women’s engagement with AI-

driven tools for financial management, climate 

(UNDP, 2020) forecasting, and online marketing, 

enabling them to innovate and sustain businesses in 

the digital (OECD, 2021) economy. 

 

Engage Men and Communities as Allies 

Conduct awareness campaigns to involve men and 

local leaders in supporting women’s 

entrepreneurship. Encouraging positive social 

attitudes reduces gender-based resistance and builds 

a more inclusive (World Bank, 2020) and supportive 

entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

 

Integrate Entrepreneurship in Education 

Introduce entrepreneurship and sustainability 

modules in school and college curricula, particularly 

for rural girls, to nurture ambition, skills, and 

awareness of eco-friendly business models from an 

early stage. 

 

Conclusion 

Rural women’s entrepreneurship stands as a 

transformative pathway for advancing economic 

independence, gender equality, and sustainable 
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development (UN Women, 2022; UNDP, 2020) in 

India. By enabling women to generate income, 

control financial resources, and participate in 

decision-making, entrepreneurship not only 

challenges entrenched patriarchal (Kantor, 2002) 

norms but also fosters inclusive (World Bank, 2020) 

growth and community resilience. Women-led 

enterprises diversify rural livelihoods, create local 

employment, and contribute to environmentally 

sustainable practices—strengthening the foundations 

of long-term rural prosperity. Despite these 

achievements, significant challenges remain. Limited 

access to credit, technology, infrastructure, and 

supportive social systems continues to restrict 

women’s entrepreneurial potential. Vulnerability to 

climate (UNDP, 2020) change and entrenched socio-

cultural barriers further exacerbate these constraints. 

Addressing these challenges requires a multi-

stakeholder approach involving government, 

financial institutions, civil society, and local 

communities to create an enabling ecosystem that is 

both gender-responsive and sustainability-oriented. 

The future of rural India’s development lies in fully 

harnessing the potential of women entrepreneurs. By 

aligning women’s entrepreneurship with sustainable 

growth strategies, India can simultaneously reduce 

poverty, promote gender justice, and build resilient 

rural economies. Thus, supporting rural women’s 

entrepreneurship is not merely a matter of equity—it 

is an essential strategy for achieving a more inclusive 

(World Bank, 2020), sustainable, and empowered 

society. 
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