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The global commitment to achieve the sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
by 2030 focusses on poverty, tackling inequality and injustice, setting different 
targets including the economic empowerment and the wellbeing of women. 
Central to an inclusive and sustainable industrial development is the need to 
harness the economic potential of women and for that entrepreneurship remains 
critical. The present article is contextualised against  the backdrop of the SDGs 
and tries to address questions of women’s empowerment, agency building and 
wellbeing through an analysis of the entrepreneurial activities of women. To 
this end, the article tries to provide policy recommendations  indicating  that 
entrepreneurship is not only an economically rewarding activity but also needed 
to address larger questions on reducing gendered vulnerabilities across social 
groups and building a women’s agency for sustained labour market participation.  
The article is based on the secondary data largely drawn from the Economic 
Census and the reports of the National Sample Survey.
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The Background

Advances in gender equity are occurring at a time when globally entrepreneur- 
ship is recognised as being critical to economic development and sustainability. 
Given the global challenges of employment, it is imperative to enable women, who 
comprise half the global population, to participate constructively in the economic 
activities of their country or regions. Entrepreneurship development is a key 
element in strategies that allows economies to benefit from the talents, energy and 
ideas––the productive potential––that women bring to the labour market (Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor [GEM], 2015). In the context of declining female labour 
force participation in India and increasing informalisation of the economy, women’s 
employment/entrepreneurship and effective labour market participation is vital for 
the overall socio-economic development of the country. Moreover, the global  
commitment on achieving the sustainable development goals (SDGs) by 2030 
focusses on poverty, tackling inequality and injustice. Specifically, SDG No: 5 
aims to ‘Achieve Gender Equality and Empower all Women and Girls’ which has 
set different targets ensuring economic empowerment and the wellbeing of women. 
Central to inclusive and sustainable industrial development is the urgent need to 
harness the economic potential of women. It is estimated that by 2020, 870 million 
women who have been living or contributing at a subsistence-level will enter the 
economic mainstream for the first time as producers, consumers, employees and 
entrepreneurs (UNIDO Gender, 2014).1

Against this background, fostering women entrepreneurship for ensuring  
economic empowerment in India remains one of the main concerns of policy makers.
Gender gaps in labour force participation indicate a substantial loss in income and 
economic development. Countries and regions with the largest gaps incur income 
losses of up to 30 per cent of GDP per capita (Global Employment Trends, 2014). 
The surveys conducted by the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) shows 
declining trends in the rate of female labour force participation, concentration of 
women in vulnerable employment and increasing informalisation of the labour 
force as well as entrepreneurship in India. All these are indeed a matter of serious 
concern for policy makers and it becomes crucial to emphasise the economic 
empowerment and agency building of women for achieving the SDGs.

According to the GEM’s report, entrepreneurs create jobs for themselves and  
enrich stakeholders that include employees, investors, suppliers and organisations 
they work with. They benefit societies by creating solutions to social problems 
and by introducing innovations that help people live better lives and launch new 
industries and revive mature ones (GEM, 2015). However, in developing coun-
tries, women’s access to engage in entrepreneurship and the scope for innovation  
remains a complex issue. In these countries, women are over represented in unpaid 
work and domestic duties and their contribution in national accounting statistics 
remains invisible. Moreover, their engagement in paid activities often arises due  
to economic necessity and they prefer to remain self-employed rather than being 
motivated to take up entrepreneurship for innovation and employment genera-
tion. India ranks 70 among 77 nations across the world in the Global Female 
Entrepreneurship Index (FEI) as estimated by the Global Entrepreneurship and 
Development Institute (FEI, 2015 in Terjesen & Lloyd, 2015). A question which 
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arises here is whether the choice of entrepreneurship for women in countries like 
India is preference-driven or is it out of economic necessity, that is, necessity-
driven? Such complex questions reiterate the need for an indepth probing into 
the question of empowerment of women through promotion of entrepreneurship.

Most literature on empowerment within the development context origi-
nates from work in industrialised societies. But a question which arises here 
is whether poor and marginalised women within developing economies face 
similar situations? In fact, their lack of access to resources and to formal power is  
significant, even if the contexts within that lack and  experiences are very differ-
ent (Eade, 1999). Growth programmes for women entrepreneurs succeed when 
they address specific gendered vulnerabilities of women (Seth, 2009). Presently, 
the performance gap between male and female entrepreneurs has been the focal 
point of increasing literature on female entrepreneurship which has brought out 
clearly that if such gender differentials exist, it would imply that countries are 
not fully utilising their human and physical capital and that the repercussions on 
the country’s growth potential are negative (Bardasi, Sabarwal & Terrell, 2011). 
However, literature on SDGs and economic empowerment that focus on the role 
of business for women have very clearly highlighted that the empowerment of 
women is essential to expand economic growth, promote social development 
and enhance business performance. Further, investing in women’s empowerment  
produces the double dividend of benefitting women and children and is pivotal  
for the health and social development of families, communities and nations  
(United Nations [UN], 2014). Access to finance can initiate a virtual spiral of 
social, economic, political empowerment and wellbeing (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002). 
Further, debates on women’s agency are closely linked to women’s economic 
empowerment. To have the power and agency to benefit from economic activi-
ties, women need to have the ability to make and act on decisions and control 
resources and profits (Golla, Malhotra, Nanda & Mehra, 2011). Feminist econo-
mists acknowledge that individuals and groups make choices and exercise agency, 
but suggest that they do so within the limits imposed by the structural distribution 
of rules, norms, assets and identities between different parts of society. Gender 
disadvantage in the labour market is a product of these ‘structures of constraint’ 
(Folbre, 1994 in Kabeer, 2012) which operate over the life course of men and 
women from different social groups (Kabeer, 2012).

Scholars working on entrepreneurial activity among social groups believe that 
individuals from groups facing labour market discrimination have a greater incen-
tive to pursue self-employment because they expect lower wages or unfavourable 
employment in the labour market. Thus, self-employment or entrepreneurship is 
seen as a route out of poverty and as a desirable alternative to wage employment 
(Deshpande & Sharma, 2013).

However, there have been diverse perspectives on the relationship between 
gender and entrepreneurship. Moreover in developing countries, there has not 
been much literature on the subject. Against the above background, the present 
article is based on understanding entrepreneurship activities among women and 
the constraints they face in opting for entrepreneurial activity. The article is  
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contextualised within the broader framework of women’s agency building through 
participation in economic activities which has been reiterated in much of feminist 
literature. Scholars like Sylvia Chant (2006, p. 253) in Hanson (2009) referred 
to the potential for power over resources to improve people’s lives, particularly 
women’s lives, and running a business, however small, enables some women 
to have more power over resources. The present article is based on data from the 
Economic Census (EC), reports of the NSSO (National Sample Survey Office)  
and other global reports.

Economic Census

The EC is the complete enumeration of all establishments (that is, establishments 
engaged in production and/or distribution of goods and services not for the purpose  
of sole consumption) at a point in time with respect to well-defined characteristics. 
It is an important activity carried out with the aim of improving the availability and 
quality of existing basic economic statistics and establishing or improving survey 
frames or developing a statistical business register for the organisation of follow-
up economic surveys on a more integrated basis at a later stage. EC is one of the 
most significant achievements of the Indian statistical system. In India, six ECs 
have been conducted so far. These were conducted in the year 1977, 1980, 1990, 
1998, 2005 and 2013 (Government of India [GOI], 2016). For the present article, 
secondary data from both the fifth and sixth ECs have been used. Unit level data 
obtained from both the censuses are used for a disaggregated analysis. Various 
rounds of NSSO data have also been used for the present article.

The subsequent sections discuss women’s employment in India, engagement in 
entrepreneurship with regard to the state/Union Territory (UT)-wise distribution 
of establishments, employment, types of activities, access to credit and entre-
preneurial activity among social groups and so on. The article is contextualised 
within the backdrop of SDGs and tries to explore questions related to women’s 
agency and wellbeing. To this end, the article tries to provide policy recommen-
dations for ensuring entrepreneurship as not only an economically rewarding  
activity but also addressing the larger question of reducing gendered vulner- 
abilities across social groups and building women’s agency for a sustained labour 
market participation.

Women’s Employment in India

The World Economic Forum in its Global Gender Gap Report 2015 mentions that 
India ranks 139 in economic participation and opportunity amongst 145 countries 
which raises many questions on access to economic resources and labour market 
participation. What is even more disturbing is the declining female labour force 
participation and increasing informalisation of the economy. While the female 
labour force participation in rural areas has declined from 126.49 million in  
2004–2005 to 106.2 million in 2009–2010 and further to 103.6 million in 2011–
2012, in urban areas there is a marginal increase from 24.2 per cent in 2009–2010 
to 28.8 per cent  in 2011–2012 as reported by the National Employment and 
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Unemployment Surveys.2 Further, it is also seen that among workers in usual status 
(ps+ss),3 about 52 per cent are self-employed while the proportion of self-employed 
is higher among females (56 per cent) than among males (51 per cent). About  
18 per cent of workers in India are regular wage/salaried employees. The propor-
tion of regular wage/salaried employees in the workforce is much higher in urban 
areas (about 43 per cent) as compared to rural areas (about 9 per cent). In other 
words, the self-employed and casual labourers together constitute nearly 91 per 
cent of the rural workforce and nearly 57 per cent of the urban workforce as 
reported by the NSS 68th (2011–2012) round. However, a larger number of 
women are employed as self-employed and casual labourers. The concentration of 
women in self-employment and basically informal own-account enterprises raises 
many questions on their access to social security provisions.

Share of Workers in Smaller Enterprises  
during 2011–2012

The survey results of the NSS 68th  Round (2011–2012), Report No. 557: Informal 
Sector and Conditions of Employment in India show that a higher proportion of 
the informal sector workers are engaged in smaller enterprises as compared to all 
workers in the AGEGC4 and non-agriculture sectors. The proportion of workers 
engaged in smaller enterprises is higher for rural areas than in urban areas. In rural 
areas, about 75 per cent of the informal sector workers were engaged in smaller 
enterprises as compared to 63 per cent of all workers in the AGEGC and non-
agriculture sectors, while in urban areas, about 70 per cent of the informal sector 
workers are engaged in smaller enterprises as compared to 54 per cent of all 
workers in the AGEGC and non-agriculture sectors. It is also seen from Table 1 that 
compared to male workers, a higher proportion of female workers have worked  
in smaller enterprises—among workers in AGEGC and non-agriculture sectors, 
the proportion is 68 per cent for rural females as compared to 61 per cent for  
rural males and 61 per cent for urban females as compared to 53 per cent for  
urban males. Similarly, among workers in the informal sector the proportion is  
83 per cent for rural females as compared to 72 per cent for rural males and 75 per 
cent for urban females as compared to 69 per cent for urban males. The proportion 
of workers employed in smaller enterprises is much higher for proprietary enter-
prises (76 per cent in rural areas and 72 per cent in urban areas) compared to 
partnership enterprises (59 per cent in rural areas and 42 per cent in urban areas).

Ownership of Establishments as Means to Economic 
Empowerment

The GEM states that the level of established business ownership indicates sustain-
ability of entrepreneurship efforts in an economy. Further, early stage entrepre-
neurial activity is important for creating dynamism in economic activities and 
established businesses are important for preserving stability (GEM, 2015). In this 
context, the nature of ownership and location of enterprises become important for 
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Table 1. Proportion (per 100) of Workers Engaged in Enterprises with Less Than 6 
Workers Among the Workers (ps+ss) in AGEGC and Non-agriculture Sectors Separately 
for ‘P & P’ Enterprises and ‘All’ Enterprise Types during NSS 61st (2004–2005), 66th 
(2009–2010) and 68th (2011–2012) Rounds

Type of 
Enterprise

61st Round 66th Round 68th Round

Male Female Male Female Male Female

1 2 3 5 6 8 9

Rural
Proprietary 79.4 89.1 76.1 83.5 72.8 84
Partnership 47 70.2 47.4 72.5 57.4 65.1
P & P 78.1 88.5 74.7 82.9 72.3 83.4
All 66.5 82.4 61.9 68.9 61.1 68.3
Urban
Proprietary 75.7 79.4 70.5 75.6 71 76.9
Partnership 39.3 37 45.3 46.4 41.8 40.5
P & P 73 77.2 68.6 73.8 69.2 74.8
All 56.9 64.9 51.5 57.7 52.5 60.7

Source: NSS 68th (2011–2012) Round Report, No: 557, Informal Sector and Conditions of 
Employment in India.

Note: P & P, proprietary and partnership enterprises; AGEGC and non-agriculture sector, 
Industry groups/divisions 014, 016, 017, 02–99 of National Industrial Classification-2008.

promoting sustainability and growth of enterprises. It is observed from Tables 2 
and 5 as the 6th EC reports that 8.05 million (15.40 per cent) out of the total  
52.29 million proprietary establishments are run by women and out of this  
83.20 per cent are without hired workers. The percentage of establishments 
without hired workers in rural areas is 86.85 per cent whereas in urban areas it 
was 76.33 per cent. It is also observed that about 65.12 per cent of women-owned 
establishments are located in rural areas and of the remaining only 34.88 per cent 
are in urban areas. The number of women-owned establishments involved in  
agricultural activities is 34.3 per cent of the total number of establishments owned 
by women. The total number of workers engaged in women-owned establish-
ments is 13.44 million (13.08 per cent) persons, out of total 103.06 million persons 
engaged in India under different economic activities.

Such a picture raises many questions on the intention and support for entre-
preneurial activities. It also reflects the possibility of a necessity-based early 

Table 2. Establishments and Workers Engaged in Total Proprietary and Women-owned 
Establishments during the 5th and 6th ECs

Type of 
Establishments

Establishments (Mn) Workers Engaged (Mn)

5th EC (2005) 6th EC (2013) 5th EC (2005) 6th EC (2013)

Total Proprietary 37.34 52.29 77.92 103.06
Women-owned 3.54 (9.50%) 8.05 (15.40%) 6.05 (7.77%) 13.45 (13.05%)

Source: Calculated from unit level data. In parenthesis, percentage to total in the respective 
category.
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stage entrepreneurial activity that is driven by limited choices for work. Although 
necessity entrepreneurship is important in enabling women to create income-
generating businesses, opportunity-driven entrepreneurs are important for the 
economy for their greater potential impact on dimensions such as job creation 
aspirations (GEM, 2015).

With regard to establishment and workers engaged in total proprietary and 
women-owned establishments during 5th and 6th ECs, it is apparent that women-
owned establishments have increased from 9.50 per cent during the 5th EC to 
15.40 per cent during the 6th EC. Similarly, the number of workers have also 
increase in women-owned establishments from 7.77 per cent during the 5th EC to 
13.05 per cent during 6th EC.

However, the average rate of employment per establishment in case of women-
owned establishments decrease from 1.71 during the 5th EC to 1.67 during the 
6th EC (Table 3). On the contrary, though the average employment rate of male-
owned establishments also decrease from 2.13 per cent during the 5th EC to 2.03 
per cent during the 6th EC, yet the gender differentials in the average employ-
ment rate is prominent with the employment rate still being higher in male-owned 
establishments. Though the gender gap in the employment rate for male and 
female-owned establishments has gradually reduced, yet the relative performance 
of women-owned establishments is still lower in comparison to males.

Though there is an increase in women-owned establishments during both the 
ECs, a question which arises: what is the status of their premises and what are 
the basic conditions of work? There is no denying the fact that in women-owned 
establishments, 86.8 per cent  were located within the women’s premises during 
the 5th EC whereas their status deteriorated during the 6th EC to 61.5 per cent  
of the establishments having premises. This raises very pertinent questions 
about the general working conditions and availability of resources for such 
establishments.

Further, it is also evident that  there has been a rapid increase in establishments 
without premises during the 6th EC from 38.5 per cent to 13.2 per cent during the 
5th EC (Table 4.) This trend reflects on the vulnerability of establishments which 
remain mobile and exist outside households without any fixed structure.

A comparison of the status of establishments as per their activity during the 
ECs can also be seen (Table 5). It is found that in women-owned establishments, 
the establishments without hired workers have increased from 77.10 per cent 
during 5th EC to 83.20 per cent during the 6th EC reflecting an increase in the 
informalisation of the enterprise. Moreover establishments which have at least  
one hired worker (22.90 per cent) during the 5th EC decrease to 16.80 per cent 

Table 3. Employment Rate (Average Employment per Establishment)

Employment Rate

Ownership of Establishment 5th EC (2005) 6th EC (2013)
Employment Rate of Women-owned Establishments 1.71 1.67
Employment Rate of Male-owned Establishments 2.13 2.03

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 5th and 6th Economic Census.
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Table 4. Status of Premises in Women Establishments during 5th and 6th ECs

Establishments 5th EC (2005) 6th EC (2013)

With Premises 86.8% 61.5%
Without Premises (mobile, that is outside 
households without fixed structures)

13.2% 38.5%

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 6th Economic Census.

Table 5. Type, Sector and Activity-wise Percentage Distribution of Women-owned 
Establishments during 5th and 6th ECs

Type/Sector/Activity 5th EC (2005) 6th EC (2013)

Without Hired Workers 77.10 83.20
With at Least One Hired Worker 22.90 16.80
Rural 74.10 65.12
Urban 25.90 34.88
Agricultural Activities 15.70 34.30
Non-agricultural Activities 84.30 65.70

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 5th and 6th Economic Census.

during the 6th EC. There has been a decrease in women-owned establishments 
in rural areas from 74.10 per cent during the 5th EC to 65.12 per cent during the 
6th EC. However, there has been an increase in women-owned establishments in 
urban areas, that is, from 25.90 per cent during 5th EC to 34.88 per cent during 
the 6th EC. Further, there has been an increase in agricultural establishments from 
15.70 per cent during the 5th EC to 34.30 per cent during 6th EC and a decrease 
in non-agricultural establishments from 84.30 per cent during 5th EC to 65.70 per 
cent during the 6th EC.

With regard to ownership in proprietary establishments, gender differen-
tials become prominent with ownership of females being low in comparison 
to males in both agricultural and non-agricultural establishments. There is a 
decline in women’s ownership in agricultural establishments in rural areas from 
21.15 per cent during the 5th EC to 20.73 per cent during the 6th EC (Table 6). 
On the contrary, the ownership of rural males in agricultural establishments 
has increased from 78.85 per cent during the 5th EC to 78.95 per cent during 
the 6th EC. However, the gender differentials in ownership remained constant 
during both the ECs with a higher number of males owning agricultural establish- 
ments as compared to females. Similarly, in urban areas the ownership of males 
in agricultural establishments was higher at 69.4 per cent whereas only 30.31 
per cent females had ownership in agricultural establishments during the 6th EC.  
It is also noteworthy that the ownership of females in agricultural establishments 
increases during the 6th EC to 30.31 per cent which is an increase from 21.86 
during the 5th EC. However, in the case of males ownership it declines in urban 
areas during the EC years.

With regard to ownership in non-agricultural establishments, the gender  
differentials in male/female ownership continue to exist in establishments though 
female participation has increased during both the ECs with 84.60 per cent overall 
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ownership of males in all establishments whereas female enterprises remain  
as low at 15.40 per cent in all establishments. Further, it becomes important to 
understand the nature, size and other conditions in women-owned enterprises. 
As is evident from literature on developing countries, women tend to operate 
smaller firms as they feel the constraint in accessing credit, face regional differ-
ences in gender gaps and also the concentration of women in specific industrial 
sectors often penalises them (Bardasi et al., 2011). The participation of women 
in entrepreneurial activities and managing an enterprise on their own is affected 
by a lot of social and cultural constraints that women face. A lack of adequate 
skills, household domestic responsibilities, a lack of access to finance, a lack of 
decision-making abilities due to socio-cultural arrangements constrain women’s 
active agency.5

Women-owned Establishments and State-wise  
Distribution of Activities

There has been a shift in the state-wise distribution in the identification of the top 
five states which have the highest percentage share of women entrepreneurs. 
The top five states in India during the 6th EC with the highest percentage share  
of women entrepreneurs are Tamil Nadu (13.51 per cent) followed by Kerala 
(11.35 per cent), Andhra Pradesh (10.56 per cent), West Bengal (10.33 per cent) 
and Maharashtra (8.25 per cent) which are the more advanced states as compared 
to northern states, where the female population is significantly high. However, 
during the 5th EC, the top five states with the highest percentage share of women 
entrepreneurs are in Kerala (18.51 per cent) followed by Tamil Nadu (17.79 per 
cent), Gujarat (12.48 per cent), Andhra Pradesh (10.10 per cent) and Karnataka 
(9.58 per cent) (Table 7). Though the southern states show a relatively higher 
share of entrepreneurial activity during both the ECs yet, Maharashtra emerges as 
a state with growth in entrepreneurial activity during the EC years.

One observes that the top five states/UTs where the percentage of women 
establishments in total (male + female) proprietary establishments are increasingly 
found are in the four states of the Northeast, namely Manipur (40.84 per cent), 

Table 6. Ownership (%) in Establishments: Gender Differentials

Sector Sex 

Ownership of 
Agricultural 

Establishment

Ownership of Non-
agricultural 

Establishment All Establishments

5th EC 6th EC 5th EC 6th EC 5th EC 6th EC

Rural Male 78.85 78.95 91.30 85.00 88.22 83.14
Female 21.15 20.73 8.70 14.69 11.78 16.86

Urban Male 78.90 69.4 94.26 87.47 93.90 86.95
Female 21.86 30.31 5.74 12.23 6.10 13.05

Rural + 
Urban

Male 78.86 78.19 92.68 86.28 90.50 84.60
Female 21.14 21.49 7.32 13.41 9.50 15.40

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 5th and 6th Economic Census.
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Table 7. Percentage of Women-owned Establishments of Total (Male + Female) 
Proprietary Establishments and Percentage Distribution of Women-owned 
Establishments in All India during 5th EC (2005)

State/UT

Total 
Proprietary 

Establishments

Women-
owned 

Establishments

% of Women-
owned 

Establishments 
in Total 

Proprietary 
Establishments

% Distribution 
of Women-

owned 
Establishments 

in All India

Jammu & Kashmir 2,75,856 3,665 1.33 0.10
Himachal Pradesh 2,16,070 9,114 4.22 0.26
Punjab 9,72,917 22,361 2.30 0.63
Chandigarh 61,286 1,169 1.91 0.03
Uttarakhand 2,88,069 10,657 3.70 0.30
Haryana 7,66,336 20,075 2.62 0.57
Delhi 7,19,956 19,491 2.71 0.55
Rajasthan 17,07,768 56,053 3.28 1.58
Uttar Pradesh 37,14,611 86,639 2.33 2.44
Bihar 11,35,075 17,760 1.56 0.50
Sikkim 16,170 2,546 15.75 0.07
Arunachal 
Pradesh

21,950 3,355 15.28 0.09

Nagaland 28,073 4,146 14.77 0.12
Manipur 92,586 30,322 32.75 0.86
Mizoram 38,288 13,546 35.38 0.38
Tripura 1,66,033 8,630 5.20 0.24
Meghalaya 63,139 21,722 34.40 0.61
Assam 8,79,209 23,112 2.63 0.65
West Bengal 37,90,703 2,83,402 7.48 8.00
Jharkhand 4,27,035 12,061 2.82 0.34
Odisha 15,55,757 1,51,432 9.73 4.27
Chhattisgarh 5,28,476 31,881 6.03 0.90
Madhya Pradesh 15,48,419 67,424 4.35 1.90
Gujarat 22,80,323 4,42,382 19.40 12.48
Daman & Diu 9,339 1,062 11.37 0.03
D & N Haveli 7,661 287 3.75 0.01
Maharashtra 36,86,990 2,00,313 5.43 5.65
Andhra Pradesh* 35,68,449 3,57,951 10.03 10.10
Karnataka 21,33,475 3,39,683 15.92 9.58
Goa 63,719 8,213 12.89 0.23
Lakshadweep 2,061 1,50 7.28 0.00
Kerala 25,59,799 6,55,969 25.63 18.51
Tamil Nadu 39,63,992 6,30,391 15.90 17.79
Puducherry 43,273 6,414 14.82 0.18
A & N islands 10,388 876 8.43 0.02
Total 3,73,43,251 35,44,254 9.49 100.00

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 5th EC 2016.
Note: *Undivided.
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Meghalaya (35.15 per cent), Mizoram (33.73 per cent), Nagaland (26.27 per cent) 
and one southern state, Kerala (30.72 per cent) all of which have a matrilineal social  
structure (Table 8). Some studies in the Northeast region reveal that women 
in the region are mostly engaged in traditional activities and very few women 

Table 8. Percentage of Women-owned Establishments of Total (Male + Female) 
Proprietary Establishments and Percentage Distribution of Women-owned 
Establishments, All India during 6th EC (2013)

State/UT

Total 
Proprietary 

Establishments

Women-
owned 

Establishments

% of Women-
owned 

Establishments 
in Total 

Proprietary 
Establishments

% Distribution 
of Women-

owned 
Establishments 

in All India

Jammu & Kashmir 4,10,422 31,292 7.62 0.39
Himachal Pradesh 3,50,081 49,173 14.05 0.61
Punjab 13,46,503 1,10,921 8.24 1.38
Chandigarh 79,931 5,783 7.23 0.07
Uttarakhand 3,39,140 31,419 9.26 0.39
Haryana 10,58,476 1,24,524 11.76 1.55
Delhi 7,95,971 70,434 8.85 0.87
Rajasthan 24,87,397 2,47,992 9.97 3.08
Uttar Pradesh 60,91,130 4,82,379 7.92 5.99
Bihar 14,62,934 1,53,610 10.50 1.91
Sikkim 32,048 5,304 16.55 0.07
Arunachal Pradesh 27,020 6,413 23.73 0.08
Nagaland 51,993 13,657 26.27 0.17
Manipur 2,16,194 88,286 40.84 1.10
Mizoram 46,925 15,828 33.73 0.20
Tripura 2,05,495 14,506 7.06 0.18
Meghalaya 84,012 29,530 35.15 0.37
Assam 18,22,153 1,54,158 8.46 1.91
West Bengal 53,80,887 8,31,337 15.45 10.33
Jharkhand 5,35,339 54,732 10.22 0.68
Odisha 17,80,007 2,49,600 14.02 3.10
Chhattisgarh 6,53,403 77,976 11.93 0.97
Madhya Pradesh 18,35,373 2,23,405 12.17 2.77
Gujarat 35,90,159 5,28,623 14.72 6.57
Daman & Diu 8,740 805 9.21 0.01
D & N Haveli 9,193 1,304 14.18 0.02
Maharashtra 55,70,079 6,64,300 11.93 8.25
Karnataka 25,65,378 5,45,806 21.28 6.78
Goa 87,695 16,656 18.99 0.21
Lakshadweep 2,409 460 19.10 0.01
Kerala 29,74,947 9,13,917 30.72 11.35
Tamil Nadu 45,83,151 10,87,609 23.73 13.51
Puducherry 51,242 10,169 19.85 0.13
A & N islands 19,406 2,513 12.95 0.03
Telangana 1,85,2644 3,56,486 19.24 4.43
Andhra Pradesh 3,88,2646 8,49,912 21.89 10.56
Total 5,22,90,523 80,50,819 15.40 100.00

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 6th Economic Census 2016.
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entrepreneurs opt for non-traditional occupations. In a study of 400 men and 
women entrepreneurs from the Northeast, it is found  that traditional activi-
ties, such as handicrafts and handlooms, still predominated in types of activities 
taken up by women entrepreneurs. Securing loans to set up and expand business 
was a problem faced by women entrepreneurs as they were unable to provide  
collateral security against loans because property was mostly controlled by male 
family members (Sinha, 2003). Though women entrepreneurship in traditional 
sectors remains an important option for women, it becomes important to address 
questions on their access to finance and other support from the state for ensuring  
economic empowerment and mobility. However, some other studies have  
suggested that government should support women through micro-finance, edu-
cation and training in the development of their skills to give more employment 
opportunities (Sinha & Sinha, 2013).

With regard to the percentage of women-owned establishments in the top 
five activities statistics show that agriculture remains one of the activities where 
women entrepreneurs are mostly engaged both during the 5th EC (35.0 per cent) 
and during the 6th EC (34.3 per cent). While a decline is witnessed in manufactur-
ing and trade, there is a shift and increase in other services, hotels and restau-
rants. While women entrepreneurship in manufacturing declines from 34.9 per cent  
during the 5th EC to 29.8 per cent during the 6th EC, entrepreneurship for females 
in trade also declines from 19.1 per cent during the 5th EC to 18.2 per cent during 
the 6th EC. However, there is an increase in female entrepreneurship in other 
services from 2.9 per cent during the 5th EC to 5.4 per cent during the 6th EC 
(Table 9). Also, in the hotels and restaurants’ sector there is a marginal increase 
from 2.2 per cent during the 5th EC to 2.8 per cent during the 6th EC. The sectoral 
shifts in entrepreneurial activities clearly show that the service sector is increasing 
at a rapid pace and has immense potential for absorbing women. But a question  
which arises is how far have the emerging sectors created enough innovative 
spaces for women to operate and grow their businesses? An insight into the nature 
and operation and access to finance can help in understanding the status of women 
entrepreneurs’ amidst sectoral shifts and diversification of economic activities.

Nature of Operation and Access to Finance

Examining the nature of operation and access to finance, it is disturbing to note that 
women’s ownership in perennial entrepreneurship has declined from 92.50 per cent 

Table 9. Percentage of Women-owned Establishments Engaged in Top Five Activities 
during 5th and 6th ECs

Type/Sector/Activity 5th EC (2005) 6th EC (2013)

Agriculture 35.0 34.3
Manufacturing 34.9 29.8
Trade 19.1 18.2
Other Services 2.9 5.4
Hotels and Restaurants 2.2 2.8

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 5th and 6th Economic Census.
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during the 5th EC to 89 per cent during the 6th EC. On the contrary, women-owned 
establishments that are seasonal in nature have witnessed an increase from 7.50 per 
cent during the 5th EC to 9 per cent during the 6th EC while the remaining 2 per cent 
are casual in nature (Table 10). Though the majority of women-owned establish-
ments are perennial it becomes important to analyse whether their perennial status 
makes access to finance easier?

However, it is striking to note that 79.07 per cent of women-owned establish-
ments are self-financed and financial assistance from government sources is only 
limited to 3.4 per cent during the 6th EC which has decreased from 3.6 per cent 
during the 5th EC (Table 11). This indicates that access to finance and other support 
to entrepreneurial activities by women still remains a major challenge before women 
to take up entrepreneurship.

Apart from this, women face many constraints in taking up entrepreneurial 
activity. It is observed that women are mostly engaged in labour intensive and 
low-productive activities. Personal or environmental constraints that place women 
at a disadvantage could translate into female under-performance in entrepreneur-
ship. Similarly, if women opt for smaller (and potentially sub-optimally smaller) 
enterprises—for example, a negative gap in performance can be explained by a 
desire to better accommodate the demands of the family on their time or by their 
‘excessively low’ propensity to risk (Bardasi et al., 2011).

With regard to the source of finance in different states, it is revealed that  
the top five states, where entrepreneurial activity among females is high, did not 
have much access to finance by women entrepreneurs and are mostly depend-
ing on self-finance. Funding from the government remains lowest in all of these 
states. Though West Bengal manages to raise funds from other agencies, for the 
rest of Indian women entrepreneurs it is always difficult to access finance.

Table 10. Nature of Operation-wise Percentage Distribution of Women-owned 
Establishments during 5th and 6th ECs

Type/Sector/Activity Fifth EC (2005) Sixth EC (2013)

Perennial 92.50 89.0
Seasonal 7.50 9.0
Casual 2.0

Source: Calculated from unit level data.

Table 11. Percentage of Women-owned Establishments by Major Source of Finance 
during 5th and 6th ECs

Economic 
Census 
(years) Self-finance

Financial 
Assistance from 
Govt. Sources

Borrowing 
from Financial 

Institution

Borrowing from 
Non-institutions/
Money Lenders Others

5th EC 92.1 3.6 2.6 1.3  0.4
6th EC 79.1 3.4 1.1 0.8 15.6

Source: Calculated from unit level data.
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The face of entrepreneurship is also changing across the world; entrepreneurs 
are increasingly young and/or female due to increasing unemployment. The 
International Labour Organization reports that globally, almost 13 per cent of 
young people (close to 75 million people) are unemployed. This phenomenon 
is particularly evident in regions where wage employment is difficult to obtain. 
Access to funding remains the primary obstacle for entrepreneurs from all 
markets. The public and private sectors each have an important role to play in 
creating entrepreneurial ecosystems that, in addition to funding, are essential to 
promoting entrepreneurial success (GOI, 2015).

Initiatives for the Financial Empowerment of  
Women and Entrepreneurs

The Government of India has launched schemes like Start Up India and Stand Up 
India to encourage entrepreneurship among women. The Start Up India campaign 
aims at fostering entrepreneurship and promoting innovation by creating an  
ecosystem that is conducive for the growth of start-ups. Under the scheme, entre-
preneurs can get loans from banks to start their businesses. The Union Budget has 
introduced substantial hikes for seed funding for start-ups in the next fiscal year.
The government has also announced opening 25 technology-business incubators 
to provide relevant training and has earmarked `10 crore for creating world-class 
incubators (Chawla, 2016). But, the question which arises is how far are these 
start-ups accessible to women who aim to take to small businesses? There are 
detailed eligibility norms under the scheme in order to enrol to derive benefits. 
For example, the norms on registration, ceiling on annual turnover, certification, 
innovation and so on remain a huge challenge for women entrepreneurs with 
small capital just to be eligible for the scheme.

Schemes like Stand Up India launched on 5 April 2016 aims to facilitate 
bank loans between `1 million (`10 lakh) and `10 million (`1 crore) to at least 
some Scheduled Caste (SC) or Scheduled Tribe (ST) borrowers and at least one  
woman borrower per bank branch for the setting up of a new enterprise (Chawla, 
2016). The major focus of the scheme is on handholding support for both SC/
ST and women borrowers to leverage the institutional credit structure to reach 
out to the underserved sectors by facilitating loans to non-farm sector entrepre-
neurs. The scheme helps not just those who are in the initial stages of their entre-
preneurial plans, but also those who have already set up their company but still 
fall under the start-up category. Under the scheme, the government has opened 
refinancing options through the Small Industries Development Bank of India, at 
an initial amount of `10,000 crore. Along with that, a corpus (principal amount) 
of `5,000 crore will be created, to ensure credit guarantee through the National 
Credit Guarantee Trustee Company. Along with the composite loan, they will also 
be provided with a debit card.6 However, such schemes can be instrumental in 
promoting entrepreneurship by facilitating both entrepreneurs in need of capital 
and investors.
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The other initiatives undertaken by the government include the Rashtriya 
Mahila Kosh (RMK) which is the National Credit Fund for Women set up in 
the year 1993. It is an apex funding organisation under the Ministry of Women 
and Child Development exclusively for poor women to provide credit facilities. 
The RMK provides micro-credit to women self-help groups and women entrepre-
neurs in both rural and urban areas. It also aims to build the capacities of women 
by imparting training in financial management, project management, enterprise 
development, skill upgradation and exposure visits. Marketing assistance is also 
provided to women and the scheme aims at the holistic development of women 
entrepreneurs. It has an initial corpus of `31 crore which has been further raised 
to `100 crore during 2009–2010. Bharatiya Mahila Bank Ltd. is another initiative 
which is the first of its kind in the banking industry in India formed with a vision 
of economic empowerment for women in 2013. The bank focusses on the entire 
pyramid of Indian women, special attention being given to economically neglected, 
deprived, discriminated, under banked, unbanked, rural and urban women to 
ensure inclusive and sustainable growth. The bank with a team of professionals 
with rich experience and expertise has designed and developed new products and 
services to suit the needs of women of all segments including self-help groups, 
women entrepreneurs, salaried women, high net worth individuals and corporates. 
Though the government has taken several initiatives to promote entrepreneurship, 
yet a lot more needs to be done in terms of women’s access to such schemes.

Women Entrepreneurs and Social Groups

The distribution of women-owned establishments among social groups reveals a 
declining trend during the EC years. Though the Other Backward Classes (OBCs) 
category has the highest percentage of women entrepreneurs, yet a decline has 
been witnessed from 45.33 per cent during the 5th EC to 40.65 per cent during the 
6th EC in the participation of OBCs in entrepreneurial activity. Also among the 
SCs there is a decline from 12.36 per cent during the 5th EC to 12.18 per cent 
during the 6th EC. Further, entrepreneurship among the STs has declined from 
9.31 per cent during the 5th EC to 6.97 per cent during the 6th EC. However, in the 
category ‘others’ there has been an increase from 33.0 per cent in the 5th EC to 
40.20 per cent during the 6th EC (Table 12). The decline in entrepreneurial activi-
ties among social group reiterates the need to identify constraining factors and 
consider policy formulation ensuring effective participation of social groups.

The state-wise distribution of women-owned establishments by social groups 
can be seen in Table 13. It can be observed that the top five states where entrepre-
neurial activity is the highest among the SC community is Tamil Nadu (15.48 per 
cent), West Bengal (14.53 per cent), Andhra Pradesh (11.93 per cent), Maharashtra 
(7.99 per cent) and Uttar Pradesh (6.43 per cent). The states which have the  
highest number of female entrepreneurs in the ST category include Odisha 
(12.64 per cent), Gujarat (11.74 per cent), Andhra Pradesh (8.06 per cent), West 
Bengal (7.46 per cent) and Karnataka (5.88 per cent). Further, the state-wise partic-
ipation of women in entrepreneurial activities among OBCs shows that Tamil Nadu  
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Table 12. Social Group-wise Percentage Distribution of Women-owned Establishments 
during 5th and 6th ECs

Type/Sector/Activity Fifth EC (2005) Sixth EC (2013)

SC 12.36 12.18
ST 9.31 6.97
OBC 45.33 40.65
Others 33.00 40.20
All India Aggregate 
Number

35,44,254 80,50,819

Source: Calculated from unit level data of the 5th and 6th ECs.

Table 13. State/UT-wise Percentage of Establishments under Women Entrepreneurship 
by Social Group of Owner

State/UT

% Share of State/UT in Women Establishments  
by Social Group of Owner

SC ST OBC Others Total

Jammu & Kashmir 0.19 0.36 0.08 0.77 0.39
Himachal Pradesh 1.09 0.5 0.21 0.89 0.61
Punjab 2.45 0.15 0.44 2.22 1.38
Chandigarh 0.27 0.02 0.01 0.08 0.07
Uttarakhand 0.4 0.31 0.18 0.62 0.39
Haryana 2.13 0.23 1.02 2.13 1.55
Delhi 1.08 0.37 0.32 1.46 0.87
Rajasthan 2.77 2.67 3.51 2.82 3.08
Uttar Pradesh 6.43 2.03 6.78 5.74 5.99
Bihar 1 0.83 1.71 2.57 1.91
Sikkim 0.03 0.37 0.04 0.05 0.07
Arunachal Pradesh 0.03 0.65 0.01 0.07 0.08
Nagaland 0.04 2.13 0.01 0.03 0.17
Manipur 0.41 2.96 1.38 0.69 1.1
Mizoram 0.01 2.57 0 0.04 0.2
Tripura 0.28 0.65 0.09 0.16 0.18
Meghalaya 0.05 4.6 0.01 0.09 0.37
Assam 1.68 4.78 1.03 2.38 1.91
West Bengal 14.53 7.46 3.76 16.19 10.33
Jharkhand 0.39 0.76 0.32 1.12 0.68
Odisha 5.21 12.64 2.21 1.71 3.1
Chhattisgarh 0.58 4.41 0.71 0.75 0.97
Madhya Pradesh 3.04 3.34 2.51 2.86 2.77
Gujarat 4.28 11.74 5.86 7.08 6.57
Daman & Diu 0 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
D & N Haveli 0 0.03 0 0.03 0.02
Maharashtra 7.99 5.32 4.73 12.4 8.25
Karnataka 5.63 5.88 8.99 5.05 6.78
Goa 0.07 0.36 0.11 0.32 0.21
Lakshadweep 0 0.06 0 0 0.01
Kerala 6.32 2.8 16.65 9.01 11.5
Tamil Nadu 15.48 5.42 21.28 6.45 13.51

(Table 13 continued)
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(21.28 per cent) has the highest participation followed by Kerala (16.65 per cent), 
Andhra Pradesh (10.07 per cent), Karnataka (8.99 per cent) and Uttar Pradesh 
(6.78 per cent). The southern states have the highest concentration of women 
across social groups engaged in entrepreneurial activity. The overlapping of gender 
and caste becomes prominent as we see entrepreneurial activity increase among 
the vulnerable social groups. On the contrary, as evident in Table 13, entrepreneurial 
activity among women in the general category is comparatively lower. It is only 
in West Bengal (16.19 per cent) and Maharashtra (12.4 per cent) that women are 
engaged in entrepreneurial activity in the general category, that is ‘others’. Such 
figures lead to addressing the larger question of whether entrepreneurship among 
social groups has led to their upward mobility or not? Available literature on the 
overlapping of caste and gender finds that SC and ST women are doubly disad-
vantaged on account of their gender and lower caste status.

Historically, there has been a trade-off inherent in gender caste overlapping. 
hile dalit and adivasi women have been subject to greater material deprivation 
and oppression, SC and ST individuals on an average are poorer with lower  
education, fewer assets and poorer networks (Deshpande & Sharma, 2013). In 
this context, it would be important to learn about the type of enterprises women 
from different social groups are engaged in. Other aspects that demand atten-
tion is the size of the enterprise, and access to credit that would enable one to 
understand whether entrepreneurship among social groups is necessity-driven or  
survival-driven or preference-driven. Such questions need a thorough probing and 
investigation for informing governmental policy to promote entrepreneurship and 
mobility among women belonging to the deprived sections of society.

Concluding Remarks

In view of the above discussion, it becomes evident that entrepreneurship for 
women remains mostly a necessity-driven activity with limited scope for innova-
tion. The results of the ECs very clearly reflect that there has been a decrease in the 
long-term entrepreneurship by women and an increase in women-owned entrepre-
neurs without hired workers thereby showing a high level of informalisation and 
vulnerable enterprises. Further, the decline in women-owned establishments 

State/UT

% Share of State/UT in Women Establishments  
by Social Group of Owner

SC ST OBC Others Total

Puducherry 0.13 0.02 0.21 0.06 0.13
A & N Islands 0 0.07 0.01 0.05 0.03
Telangana 4.11 5.44 5.73 3.03 4.43
Andhra Pradesh 11.93 8.06 10.07 11.07 10.56
All India 
Aggregate 
Numbers

9,80,947 5,61,167 32,72,478 32,36,227 80,50,819

Source: Calculated from unit level data.

(Table 13 continued)
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among social groups with differentials across states reiterates the need for a  
particularistic approach in a re-examination of social contexts of women located 
across different social groups and geographical locations of the country, However, 
the states that report the highest entrepreneurial activity among SCs, STs and 
OBCs also seemed to have less access to governmental finance and mostly 
depended on self-finance.

Also, sectoral shifts in entrepreneurial activity among women from agriculture 
to other services, opens up a lot of potentially new emerging entrepreneurial activ-
ities that need to be strengthened through appropriate skill training for innovation 
apart from easy access to finance. Further, it becomes important to promote entre-
preneurship development among women and particularly women belonging to 
deprived sections. Keeping in view declining female labour force participation and 
commitment towards achievement of goal No. 5 on gender equality of the SDGs 
women’s entrepreneurial activities need to be strengthened. It is quite evident that 
women entrepreneurship can contribute immensely for improving the participa-
tion of women in the economy thereby boosting the GDP to a greater extent.

Though the government has taken initiatives to encourage institutional 
credit as discussed above what needs further attention is identifying gendered  
vulnerabilities associated with women belonging to different social groups 
who lack active agency. Building women’s active agency in the context of global  
commitments of the SDGs needs an identification of the challenges and constraints 
women face to have access to entrepreneurial activity. As women engaged in  
traditional occupations, women belonging to different socio-economic, cultural 
and religious groups remain disadvantaged due to a lack of access to knowledge and 
awareness on various governmental measures for enhancing their entrepreneurial 
potentialities and promoting economic empowerment. Therefore women’s access 
to finance and promotion of entrepreneurship from the perspective of innovation 
remains a major challenge before India’s policymakers.

The Report of the Steering Committee on Women’s Agency and Child Rights 
for the Twelfth Five-Year Plan, 2012–2017 clearly states that the micro-finance 
movement in the country has been progressing, yet there is a need for the financial 
inclusion of women in the mainstream credit system as a part of the agenda for 
the 12th Plan.7 The committee recommends that women self-help groups should 
be classified under the priority sector and be given loans at concessional rates 
and for this, necessary directives by the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural 
Development (NABARD) and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) will be neces-
sary.Though such efforts can contribute immensely to women’s increased access 
to credit facilities, appropriate steps in this direction need to be taken. However, 
public policies to promote women entrepreneurship includes fostering a gender 
neutral legal framework for business, reducing administrative burdens on firms 
and excessive regulatory restrictions, ensuring equal access to finance for male 
and female entrepreneurs and pairing relevant financing schemes with support 
measures such as financial literacy, training, mentoring, coaching and consultancy 
services and increased access to support networks (OECD, 2014).

Apart from this, there is a lack of data that identifies the gaps between existing 
skill sets, education profile and other socio-economic variables like income that 
affect entrepreneurial activity. The ECs can contribute immensely if they reflect 
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on the social realities of women through relevant probing questions that identify 
the constraints women have before taking up an entrepreneurial activity. Efforts 
in gender mainstreaming of such surveys can be instrumental in informing gov-
ernmental policy towards ensuring the economic rights and eventual wellbeing 
of women.

Notes

1. Retrieved from https://www.unido.org/fileadmin/user_media_upgrade/What_we_do/
Topics/Women_and_Youth/Brochure_low_resolution.pdf

2. The information on labour force participation has been calculated from various  
rounds of the Employment and Unemployment Survey conducted by the National 
Sample Survey Office, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 
Government of India. The rounds 61st (2004–2005), 66th (2009–2010) and 68th 
(2011–2012) were analysed.

3. In the usual status approach, the activity status of a person is determined on the basis 
of the reference period of one year.

4. Agricultural sector excluding only growing of crops, market gardening, horticulture 
and growing of crops combined with farming of animals.

5. The concept of agency here focusses on women’s wellbeing where there is a shift from 
a welfarist focus to incorporate and emphasise the active role of women’s agency.  
As stated by Amartya Sen: ‘No longer the passive recipients of welfare-enhancing 
help, women are increasingly seen, by men as well as women, as active agents of 
change—the dynamic promoters of social transformations that can alter the lives of 
both women and men’ (Sen, 1999).

6. Details retrieved on 8 July 2016, from http://www.thebetterindia.com/51130/stand- 
uo-indiascheme-benefit-women-scst-entrepreneurs/

7. Report of the Steering Committee on Women’s Agency and Child Rights for the 
Twelfth Five-Year Plan (2012–2017), Planning Commission, Government of India. 
Retrieved  from  http://planningcommission.gov.in/aboutus/committee/strgrp12/str_
womagency_childrights.pdf

Disclaimer

The views expressed are those of the authors and not of the organisation to which 
they belong.
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