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Abstract 

This paper investigates the paradoxical status of women entrepreneurship in India. On the 

one hand, a recent study has placed India as one of the most desirable places for women 

entrepreneurs to work. On the other hand, India is considered as the worst country to be a 

woman, because of the different treatment meted out to women with various social ills that have 

been part of Indian society, historically - child marriage, female foeticide, domestic abuse, child 

labour etc. How can we reconcile these findings? Have there been some recent socio-cultural and 

economic institutional changes that promote female entrepreneurship? Data from the Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) and Gender-Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index 

(GEDI), 2014, has been used to explore whether there is a secular trend towards an increase in 

female entrepreneurship, and if there is, then is it primarily opportunity based, or necessity 

based?  Preliminary analysis points to a necessity based increase in female entrepreneurship 

levels. The paper concludes that under some conditions, even such a necessity based increase can 

lead to greater future opportunities for a large number of women. The ensuing strategic 

interactions that take place between the members of such a traditional society lead to changes in 

socio-political institutions and cultural expectations. Finally, a case study exemplifies the 

changing status of the Indian woman and the corresponding changes in societal expectations and 

responses. 

The paper makes use of institutional theory to look at contemporary female 

entrepreneurship from a historical perspective. It explores whether these changing institutions 

have an overall positive or negative influence on women entrepreneurship in India. 
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Introduction 

With women forming one third (32%) of all the early stage entrepreneurs in India, a 

study conducted by Gender-Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index (GEDI) in 2014 

has placed India as one of the most desirable places for women entrepreneurs to work. The study 

consisted of 450 women entrepreneurs across India, the UK and the USA. It revealed that the 

Indian women entrepreneurs are far more optimistic and confident about their business growth 

in comparison to their counterparts in the UK and the US. This is well illustrated by the fact that 

women entrepreneurs in India expect a whopping 90% growth in their business over a time of 

five years as opposed to only 50% and 24% growth in business expected by their counterparts in 

the US and the UK respectively. The results were quite similar in the usage of technology in 
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running their business. Around 90%of women entrepreneurs in India revealed that they are 

making use of technology to carry on their regular day-to-day operations when compared to 

their counterparts in the US and the UK where the trend was lower and stood at 80% and 70% 

respectively. Forbes, a leading American business magazine has reported that the rate of women 

entrepreneurship in many developing countries beats that in the G-7 nations. It has pointed out 

that “the trajectory of women’s progress — and the future of the ascendancy of women has 

shifted from the developed to the developing world.” In addition, India has improved its ranking 

in women entrepreneurship in 2014. and It now stands at 26, which means that India has a 

moderately suitable environment for female entrepreneurship.  This shows in terms of women 

feeling that they have the requisite skills to start their own business (52%), they are recognizing 

the opportunities to start the businesses (60%) and are not having fear of failure in starting a 

business (57%). These results come at a time when a recent poll by Thomas Reuters Trust Law 

has named India as the worst G20 country to be a woman in because of the different treatment 

meted out to women in India with social evils like dowry, child marriage, female foeticide, rape, 

prostitution, domestic abuse, child labour etc. still rampant in the country. Amidst all these 

issues, it is surprising that women entrepreneurs in India feel so optimistic and confident about 

their business growth. Women in general are considered to be risk averse (Fehr- Duda, Gennaro 

& Schubert, 2006; Borghans, Golsteyn, Heckman & Meijers, 2009) and if they are poor then 

their risk averseness tendency increases even more. The poor are considered to be risk averse 

because of their economic condition, this risk averseness in fact makes them even more poor 

leading to a vicious circle of poverty (Lamb, 2003; Mosley and Verschoor, 2003). Thus, 

considering the above mentioned reasoning, it becomes imperative to know, in a poor country 

like India, what makes women so optimistic and enthusiastic about their entrepreneurial 

capabilities. Is it the changing cultural and social environment, or the socio-political institutions, 

or the attitude towards women entrepreneurs, or their own motivation which makes them so? 

This paper is an attempt to answer these questions. 

After the 1991 financial reforms in India, the last two decades have witnessed an 

enormous change in the entrepreneurial activity in the nation. Stewart, May & Kalia (2008, p.85) 

have pointed out that India is gradually moving away from its focus of a state-dominated 

commerce to that of a market-oriented system. Besides that, the politics in India has become 

more open and accountable (Huang, 2008). Greater representation of women in elite jobs in the 

country has led to a change in attitude towards women. In addition, the government is also 

encouraging women to take up entrepreneurial roles by coming out with a number of promotional 

schemes and policies. These policies have not been able to reach the target beneficiaries because 

of the elaborate bureaucratic procedures in the country that have high costs andlong lead times 

resulting in unfavourable outcomes for women entrepreneurs in India (Majumdar, 2004). The 

first section of the paper connects the current situation of women entrepreneurship in India with 

the changing institutions in the nation that seems to have a major influence on the women 

entrepreneurship. It looks at present-day women entrepreneurship from a historical viewpoint. It 

explores whether these changing institutions have an overall positive or negative influence on 

women entrepreneurship in India. The data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 

and Gender-Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index (GEDI) 2014 has been used to 

substantiate this point. At the end, an overall SWOT analysis of women entrepreneurship in India 

has been done. The main finding from this section is that in recent years following the country’s 

remarkable economic growth and the widespread exposure to ‘Western liberalism’ over the last 

two decades, many women entrepreneurs in India have accomplished immense business 
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achievements, but there are women on the other end of the spectrum for whom entrepreneurship 

is not a choice but a necessity. 

The situation of women entrepreneurship in India is very much similar to most of the 

developing countries like China, Pakistan etc. (Wernicke, Hernandez and Nunn, 2012). The 

chances of women in India to engage in necessity-based entrepreneurship rather than 

opportunity-based is higher than that of men. This is well corroborated by the fact that women in 

India often go for entrepreneurship in the informal sector (like agriculture, agro-based industries, 

handicrafts, handloom and cottage-based industries) where the average income is lower and also 

the capital required to start the business is very low (Warnecke, Hernandez and Nunn, 2012). 

This is because of the phenomenon of “occupation crowding” (Lewis, 1996) which creates a 

clear cut demarcation of male and female jobs in the economy that, in addition to resulting in a 

widening gender wage gap, also contributes to the widespread concentration of womens’ 

entrepreneurial activity within specific sectors, which in India are manufacturing and service 

sectors. This is an ineffective use of the nation’s innovative capabilities. It is observed that 

different classes of women entrepreneurs in India face different obstructions and hindrances, and 

the barriers that are faced by women entrepreneurs at the bottom of the pyramid is the one that 

needs the utmost attention and care. This is because economically and socially backward women 

in Indian neither possess the awareness nor adequate literacy to deal with the legal complexities 

and various other formalities that are involved in procuring loans or setting up an industrial unit. 

They also do not have faith in their entrepreneurial capabilities. This paper concludes that 

necessity based women entrepreneurship is on the rise in India as compared to opportunity 

based entrepreneurship, and this could be a blessing in disguise. The finding of the paper is quite 

contradictory to what has been found in the literature (Warnecke et.al., 2012) where necessity 

based entrepreneurship has been closely related to poverty and described as consisting of long 

hours with no legal or social protection and absence of proper working conditions. In most cases 

this is true. However, the point worth noting is that due to necessity based entrepreneurship, the 

ensuing strategic interactions that take place between the members of such a traditional society 

will lead to changes in socio-political institutions and cultural expectations. In the long run, this 

will have a positive impact on the economy since woman who starts a business out of necessity 

today might open up multiple opportunities for other women tomorrow.  

The final section, which is a case study of Kalpana Saroj, Chief Executive Officer, 

Kamani Tubes, Mumbai, recipient of Padma Shri (the fourth highest civilian award in the 

Republic of India after the Bharat Ratna, the Padma Vibhushan and the Padma Bhushan 

awarded by the Government of India) for Trade and Industry, 2013, will serve as the perfect 

example to illustrate the key points of the paper. This case study will be done using secondary 

sources like newspaper articles, scholarly papers and TV interviews.  

Women Entrepreneurship in India 

Historical pattern of women entrepreneurship in India 

The status of women in India has long been paradoxical. Thus it becomes essential to 

review the historical pattern of women entrepreneurship in India to gain a better understanding of 

the subject in the present day.  For a long time, India has been a male dominated society.  Males 

have always been seen as the primary caretaker and the head of the family – the ones who are 

responsible for going out and working and for generating income for supporting the family’s 

financial needs. Females have been given secondary status in the family as their main role was 

limited to taking care of the household chores and spending their days within the four walls of the 
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house. Thus we see as far back as in the 1950s, the only women engaged in income generating 

activity where those in families where the male was not earning livelihood for their family. The 

women had no option but to go out and work in order to support the family. In the 1960s, women 

started setting up small enterprises at home not necessarily for gaining financial independence 

but to keep themselves occupied. Then came the liberating era of the 1970s in which women 

started realizing that being financially independent and having a successful career is an important 

aspect of life. Women actively started taking a keen interest in entrepreneurial roles and worked 

very hard to make their businesses a successful enterprise. In the 1980s, women became active 

partners in managing family businesses with their fathers and husbands. Women in the 1990s 

developed the courage to choose a career path suitable for them, to make choices and to bear the 

consequences of their decisions and to stand up for what they believed in. They learned to live 

alone, take care of themselves and if the need arose to raise their children alone.  

In the twenty first century, due to increasing globalization, technological advancements, 

urbanization and the rising awareness levels of women in India – thanks to education, even more 

opportunities have arisen for Indian women entrepreneurs. The last two decades have witnessed 

an immense change in the status and workplace participation of women in the nation. This is 

evident by the fact that currently the women owned businesses in the form of women 

entrepreneurs can be considered one of the fastest emerging entrepreneurial populations in India, 

with women forming one third (32 %) of all the early stage entrepreneurs in India as pointed out 

by GEM annual reports. For a developing nation like India, this growth of female entrepreneurs 

is necessary since women entrepreneurs in addition to creating new jobs for themselves also help 

in the development of society by making appropriate use of entrepreneurial opportunities around 

them resulting in creation of value both in terms of value delivered and its usage (OECD, 2004).  

 

Current Status of Women Entrepreneurship in India  

 
 

Table 1. Total Early Stage Entrepreneurial Activity as % of Working Age Population, India 

 

 2001 2002 2006 2007 2008 2013 

Entrepreneurial 

Activity, % of 

population 

10.8 % 16% 10.1% 8.5% 11.5% 9.9% 

     Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 

http://www.gemconsortium.org/about.aspx?page=gem_datasets 

 

Table 2. Total Early Stage Entrepreneurial Activity for Males and Females, % of Working-Age 

Population, India 

 2001 2002 2006 2007 2008 2013 

Male (M) 15.7 % 19.6% 11.2% 9.5% 15.7% 13.2% 

Female (F) 4.9 % 12.3% 8.9% 7.5% 7.1% 6.4% 

Gap (M-F) 10.8% 7.3% 2.3% 2% 8.6% 6.8% 

     Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 

http://www.gemconsortium.org/about.aspx?page=gem_datasets  
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As shown in Table 1 and Table 2 above, we see that a decrease is seen in 2013 in both 

male, female and total early stage entrepreneurships. This can be attributed to the recession that 

happened in 2009 and its consequent effects over the years that have resulted in the slowdown of 

the overall economy. Apart from that, we can say that the average percentage of total early stage 

entrepreneurial activity over the years has remained more or less constant at 10% with 10.8% in 

2001 and 9.9% in 2013. The same can be said about male early stage entrepreneurship, we see 

that it has remained more or less constant starting from 15.7% in 2001 and remaining the same in 

2008 but with a sudden rise (19.6%) in 2002 but afterwards declining to 11.2% in 2006 and 9.5% 

in 2007.  

But the point worth noticing is that over the years the percentage of early stage or nascent 

female entrepreneurs have increased from 4.9% in 2001 to around 7% in 2008. The gap between 

the male-female early stage entrepreneurial activity also has decreased steeply from 10.8% in 

2001 to 6.8% in 2013 with the gap becoming very small in2006 and 2007 at 2%. Thus it can be 

inferred that Indian women are fast catching up with men as entrepreneurs in India.  

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Survey 2013, considered as the largest 

annual study of entrepreneurial activity in the world reported:   

“In comparison to other countries in Asia Pacific & South Asia, Indian 

women have fairly good perception about the presence of good opportunities for 

starting businesses. They are also likely to believe they have the skills and 

knowledge necessary to start businesses (56%). It implies that Indian women are 

willing to act on the opportunities they see and that they believe they are capable 

of starting a business." 

Women Participation in Labour Force  

The proportion of women-owned businesses in India is slightly higher in rural areas than 

in urban areas (refer to Table 3). Also the Women entrepreneurship in India is largely skewed 

towards smaller sized firms, around 98% of women-owned businesses are micro-enterprises out 

of which approximately 90% of women-owned businesses are in the informal sector (like 

cottage, handloom and agriculture industries etc). These figures suggest that the MSME sector in 

India will be a territory of women entrepreneurs but in reality around 3.01 million women owned 

MSME enterprises only account for 10.25% of total MSME in India. In spite of this small share 

of women owned MSME business in the overall MSME enterprise in India, their total 

contribution to the economy is huge. i.e. they account for 3.09% of industrial output and employ 

over 8 million people. It would therefore be right to comply with the findings of a recent survey 

that revealed that the female entrepreneurs in India are generating more wealth than the women 

in any part of the world.  

 

 Table 3: Percentage Distribution of Enterprises by Gender of Owner in Rural and Urban Areas 

AREA Female Male 

Rural 15.27 84.73 

Urban 12.45 87.55 

All 13.72 86.28 

 Source: MSME Annual Report 2011-12, Ministry of MSME, Government of India 
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The informal sector in India would have declined if the rate of women owned businesses 

in India had not increased at the rate at which it did. Palanivelu & Madhupriya (2014) have 

pointed out that the overall average women business ownership share has increased over time 

from 26% in 2000 to 37% in 2005, in India. But the share of women owned business are 

concentrated mainly in manufacturing and service industries. Science and technology sectors still 

remain the domain of men. As far as the manufacturing sector is concerned, women 

entrepreneurial shares are the highest and above 50% in tobacco and paper industries. Similarly, 

in service industries catering to sanitation and education, women shares are above 30 percent. 

But as far as the heavy manufacturing enterprises are concerned, like machinery and equipment, 

motor vehicles, computers etc., the share of women owned businesses is dismal with only 2% 

and less. Similarly, in service industries, women have not been able to penetrate sectors 

concerning research and development and transportation in which they have the lowest share at 

less than 1%. Besides this, there is a serious under-estimation of women's contribution as 

workers as there are far fewer women in the paid workforce than there are men. 

The Global Gender Gap Report 2014 has reported that: 

“India has the highest difference between women and men on the 

average minutes spent per day on unpaid work—a difference of 300 minutes. It 

is also among the countries with the highest difference in the female and male 

percentage of total R&D personnel (FTE). India has one of the lowest 

percentages of firms with female participation in ownership.” 

 
Chart 1: Women Enterprises’ Sector in India                Chart 2: Male Enterprises’ Sector in India 

 

Source: Fourth All India Census of MSME 2006-07, Ministry of MSME in Micro, small and medium 

enterprise finance, improving access to finance for women owned businesses in India, A research report 

on opportunities, challenges and the way forward (2013) 

Institutional Theory Perspective on Women Entrepreneurship in India 

After getting a glimpse of the statistics of the current status of women entrepreneurship in 

India, it becomes essential to know why the women entrepreneurs in India feel so optimistic and 

confident about their business growth in spite of the highly sex segregated employment sector 

and under-estimation of women's contribution as workers. Is it the changing cultural and social 

environment, or the socio-political institutions, or the attitude towards women entrepreneurs, or 

their own motivation which makes them so?  
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Guiheux (2006) has suggested that entrepreneurship in the country can be considered as a 

sum of the consequences of enactment of a legal agenda (formal institutions) and the steps taken 

by the society (informal institutions). To broaden our understanding of drivers of 

entrepreneurship, researchers have emphasized the necessity to study a broader set of institutions 

and the complex interactions taking place between different kinds of entrepreneurs and the 

institutional environment (Yang, 2002). In this paper we will be following Scott’s (1995, 2001) 

three institutional dimensions which are regulative, normative and cognitive to understand the 

changes that have occurred in these institutions over time, which in turn have influenced women 

entrepreneurship in India. Regulative dimensions can be considered as the “legally sanctioned 

behavior” i.e. the role which is played by the government in supporting entrepreneurial activities 

in the nation, the normative dimension as the “morally governed behavior” i.e. the role which is 

played by the society and the general attitude in the country towards entrepreneurial activities, 

and finally the cognitive dimension as the “recognizable, taken-for-granted behaviour.”  

Table 4: Understanding institutional changes influencing women entrepreneurship in India 

 Institutions in the Past Institutions Today 
(Strengths) 

Institutions Today (Weakness) 

REGULATIVE 

The laws that were related 

to women entrepreneurship 

were not very effective and 

lacked proper enforcement 

channels. 

( Mehta & Mehta, 2011) 

The situation is 

comparatively better off 

today with many new laws 

supporting women 

entrepreneurship both in 

rural and urban areas being 

formulated. Statistics on 

women in India, National 

Institute of Public 

Cooperation and Child 

Development (2010) have 

pointed out that in the recent 

Five-Year Plans government 

focus of endeavours for 

women development 

changed from a “welfare”-

oriented approach to one of 

“empowerment” and 

“development” of women 

(Shah, 2013, p.11).  

Although a number of well-

structured policies have been 

formulated by the government 

for enterprise development most 

are gender-neutral, and few are 

women-specific. Only the 

industry national policies for the 

empowerment of women and 

micro-credit have very specific 

gender focus. Besides this, there 

is a dearth of policies that are 

related to financial support and 

credit availability for enabling a 

start-up business for women. In 

practise these regulations are 

too intricate to be enforced 

efficiently (Shah, 2013) 

NORMATIVE 

Entrepreneurship as a 

career for women was not 

considered appropriate. 

Women were more suited 

for traditional feminine 

specific roles like teaching, 

nursing, doctors etc. If at 

all involved in 

entrepreneurial roles 

women were primarily 

involved in traditional 

enterprises like knitting, 

pickle making, toy 

making, jam and jelly etc 

(Charumati, 1997) 

With so many successful 

Indian women entrepreneurs 

serving as a role model for 

many young women, 

entrepreneurship is now 

considered an attractive and a 

respectful career option. The 

Global Gender Gap Report 

(2014) has reported India as 

amongst the top twenty best-

performing countries on the 

Political Empowerment sub 

index.  

There has been an acceptance of 

women in entrepreneurial roles 

in the society but still women in 

India have not been able to 

penetrate male-dominated 

sectors like Science, and 

Technology Industries. The 

entrepreneurial sector in India 

still remains highly sex 

segregated. The Center for 

Talent Innovation’s 2014 report 

has suggested that women feel 

excluded from the “macho” 

culture prevalent in these 

sectors and also they lack the  
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Table 4 (continued): Understanding institutional changes influencing women entrepreneurship in 

India 

  Institutions in the 
Past 

Institutions Today 
(Strengths) 

Institutions Today 
(Weakness) 

 

   ‘peer networks’ 

necessary to succeed in 

these sectors. The 

Gender-GEDI (2014) 

report have reported that 

in India, the society has 

not fully accepted 

women’s social and 

economic empowerment. 

Besides that India has 

one of the lowest 

percentages of firms with 

female participation in 

ownership. 

COGNITIVE 

 Indian culture lacked 

the characteristics 

needed for becoming 

a successful women 

entrepreneur like 

male dominated 

society, developing 

risk taking aptitude in 

women, building self-

confidence, 

determination etc. 

(Jyoti, Sharma & 

Kumari, 2011) 

 

Although the society 

still remains male 

dominated attitudes 

towards women 

entrepreneurs is now 

changing. Parents are 

now instilling a sense 

of confidence and risk 

taking aptitude in their 

daughters. This is very 

much evident from the 

Gender-GEDI report 

2014 in which the 

women in India have 

reported a strong 

willingness to start 

their own business, 

Indian women 

entrepreneurs are far 

more optimistic and 

confident about their 

business growth in 

comparison to their 

women in the UK and 

the US 

According to GEM 

women executive report, 

women in factor driven 

economies of which 

India is a part 

(characterized by 

agriculture and extraction 

businesses, involving a 

high usage of unskilled 

labour and natural 

resources) are highly 

likely to recognize 

opportunities in their 

surroundings and have 

faith in their abilities as 

an entrepreneur. Their 

probability of knowing 

an entrepreneur and the 

aim of setting up an 

enterprise is quite high 

and their fear of failure is 

low as opposed to 

women in developing 

economies. But necessity 

is considered as one of 

the main motives of such 

women for starting an 

enterprise. 
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Thus, it can be said that the institutions in India post the 1991 financial reforms in India, 

have undergone an immense change over the years and have resulted in an overall improvement 

of women entrepreneurship in India. These institutions also have their weaknesses as described 

above. Therefore, it can be inferred that the impact by these institutions will take some more time 

to create an everlasting change in the society given their limitations. No doubt, the government 

has come up with a variety of schemes (namely Rajiv Gandhi Mahila Vikas Pariyojana 

(RGMVP), Mahila Vikas Nidhi, SBI’s Stree Shakti Scheme, Indira Mahila Yojana, Working 

Women’s forum etc.) to support women entrepreneurship but the benefits of these schemes has 

been availed by women of upper class segment primarily in urban areas. And women among 

these social classes are extremely powerful. They possess the knowledge, the resources, the 

requisite skills and the right social connections to succeed in entrepreneurial roles. The women 

entrepreneurs at the other end of the segment do not have either the awareness levels or the 

necessary capabilities to avail these opportunities. Also the elaborate bureaucratic procedures in 

the country have high costs, and long lead times further act as a deterrent for these women 

(Majumdar, 2004). It is these women who become entrepreneurs out of necessity and they 

discontinue their businesses as soon as they get a better opportunity or if they are unable to 

finance their business, or due to personal reasons resulting for a high rate of discontinuance. 

According to the Global Entrepreneurship Report (GEM) the possible explanation for this is that 

in developed nations, the new generation of women (who are far superior to their previous 

generation in terms of education and other resources) have other better opportunities in higher 

corporate level and mid-level job markets to invest their time and energy. This accounts for their 

lower level of enthusiasms for early stage entrepreneurial activity. They instead prefer to manage 

an established business rather than start a new one. While most women in the developing nations 

on the other hand are driven by necessity, hence accounting for their high level of enthusiasm 

and early stage entrepreneurial activity. As far as the desirability of entrepreneurship is 

concerned in a developing nation where there are few successes and few key role models in a 

particular field of activity, more people are attracted to that field since they desire to be the 

pioneer of that field. However, as that field becomes stagnant with many more people opting for 

that field and better opportunities opening up, then peoples’ motives start shifting. The same idea 

can be applied to entrepreneurship. In less developed nations, entrepreneurship is considered as a 

desirable career option, but once the economy becomes sufficiently developed with many other 

successful entrepreneurial enterprises already in place that career choice becomes less desirable. 

The situation in India complies with the findings of Estrina and Mickiewicz (2011) who reported 

that the probability of high aspiration women entrepreneurship is low in countries where 

discrimination against women is widely prevalent in the form of sexual violence, putting a 

limitation on their freedom of activity, making laws that do not produce gender-specific effects 

etc. This point might not have an effect on the entrepreneurial entry including self-employment.  

Forbes, a leading American business magazine has also revealed that in many developing nations 

women become entrepreneurs by necessity because they are driven out of the best prospects in 

the job market by cultural and sometimes legal hurdles leading them to own marginal businesses.  

Thus, summing up we can say that the strength of women entrepreneurs in India is the 

willingness to start their own business and the need for financial independence, combined with 

high levels of enthusiasm and optimism. The weaknesses are; the male dominated society, weak 

laws, balancing work and family, avoiding inter role conflict and low education levels acting as 

hindrances for women entrepreneurship to fully flourish in the country. Women in India thus 
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need to capitalize on their strengths to get over their weaknesses in order to prosper in their 

entrepreneurial roles since opportunities are huge in a developing country like India.  

Necessity Based Entrepreneurship – A Blessing in Disguise 

As we have just seen developing countries are generally characterized by weak property 

rights, which serve as a disincentive for entrepreneurial activity.  They are also characterized by 

lower status for females including greater restrictions and lower opportunities for employment 

and low government support for entrepreneurs, financial and otherwise.  It is a cultural norm that 

women manage the housework and the men go out to earn. How can we change the norm so that 

in a culturally conservative country like India there is an equitable distribution of both household 

and earning responsibilities between men and women? This is where the role of societal 

expectations and institutions such as the government comes in.  

 

Figure 1: Impact of necessity based entrepreneurship on societal expectations, and the role 

of institutions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A recent study by Williams & Gurtoo (2012) revealed that necessity based women 

entrepreneurs (especially the ones working in the informal sector) were relatively well off and 

quite optimistic and happy with their personal and professional life. Even with necessity-based 

entrepreneurship, women get to move out of the home, and help in earning money to run 

households and with time this will lead to an evolution of societal expectations. So, in time, the 

norms will shift to a place where women have a greater role outside the home – whether it be 

working for others or starting their own businesses. But this is a slow process. Societal 

expectations and gender roles do not change overnight. The government of the country can step 

in here and help push the process along. Women-friendly workplace policies, greater financial 

assistance as well as high quality advice can go a long way in promoting female entrepreneurial 

activity as well as making it a sustainable success. Thus, the government can act as a catalyst in 

shifting the norms from a Gender-imbalanced one to a Gender-balanced one. Of course once a 

country becomes more developed with time as well as with more active female participation in 

the national economy, the entrepreneurial activity might start reducing due to the opening up of a 

Current Societal Norm: 

Gender-imbalance NE, 

with females as home-

makers and males as 

bread-winners. 

Opportunity-based 

Entrepreneurship: 

Lower dip in 

entrepreneurial activity 

due to historical 

experience. But now 

“pull” factors dominate. 

 

Necessity-based 

Entrepreneurship: 

Women “forced” to work 

to augment family 

incomes. 

Catalyst: Government 

support in terms of 

financial assistance and 

female friendly policies. 

Societal Evolution: 

Gradual change in social 

and cultural expectations 

of women’s role in 

society 

Future Societal Norm: 

Gender-balance NE, 

with more equitable 

distribution of house 

and earning 

responsibilities. 
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large number of “safe” work opportunities in large corporate houses. But there is hope here. 

Since these currently developing nations would have gone through the transition to a developed 

nation on the back of high female entrepreneurial activity, there is a chance that the risk attitudes 

of the people of this country might change. Their risk attitudes, thus, might not correspond to 

what is currently seen in the developed world. The consequent drop in entrepreneurial activity 

might be lower than we might expect.  

A Case Study – Kalpana Saroj 

Kalpana Saroj is a heroic tale of sheer courage and determination. Born in a family of 

Dalits (the lowest caste amongst Hindus in India who have suffered atrocities for ages) and 

hailing from Murtizapura, a small village in the interiors of Maharashtra, Kalpana Saroj was 

married at the age of 12 to a man who was 10 years older than her. She moved on to live in a 

slum in Mumbai with her husband's family. She was subjected to constant physical and 

emotional abuse by her husband and his family. Unable to bear any more, she escaped from her 

husband’s place and returned to her village to live with her parents. With the support of her 

father, she got rid of the alliance with her husband. But after returning back to her father’s home 

in the village, her tale of sorrow and misery did not end. She was not accepted by the society 

around her and was continuously detested by the villagers, which led to a failed suicide attempt. 

This was the time when she decided that she would not suffer more, but instead would work hard 

to achieve big in her life. This made her to return to Mumbai again where she lived with her 

uncle at the age of 16. There she started working in a garment factory to support herself and her 

family. With a meagre earning of Rs 2 per day (which is 0.03 US dollar), Kalpana survived in 

the city of Mumbai. But all these hardships, made her to attain the capabilities for e.g. 

determination, aggressiveness and down to earth behaviour which are necessary for running a 

business. By making use of loans being provided by the Government of India for lower caste 

people she started a tailoring business. Afterwards she gradually shifted into furniture business 

which did not do that well but was a great learning experience. She became used to working for a 

consistent 16 hours a day to set up her furniture business. 

Real estate provided her with a real break. By saving money from her furniture business, 

in 1995, she bought a piece of land at a very cheap price because it was a disputed property. She 

worked hard, wandered from one government office to another until the land got cleared of all 

the disputes. After some two years, by getting institutional financing she erected a commercial 

complex and sold it at an enormous profit. And then she invested that money into other land 

deals. In 2006, she took over Kamani Tubes, a metal tubing factory that had 116 crore rupees of 

debts, 140 litigation charges, two worker unions and had been declared a sick company. She 

studied the company’s case thoroughly and found out that the debt had built up because of 

interests and penalties. She approached the Finance Minister and requested that these penalties 

be waived off, citing if that did not happen then the company would go bankrupt and the banks 

would get nothing, with a waiver then at least she would be able to pay the debt back. The extra 

charges were waived off and the liabilities came down to about Rs. 45 crores. The 140 litigation 

cases filed against the company were dealt with systematically and the company was finally 

released from the BIFR in June 2011. Instead of clearing the accrued dues of the company’s 

employees in instalments, she cleared them in a single go, paying Rs 8.5 crore to 566 workers. 

She says that she did this because “My best capital has always been the people around me.”  

Kamini Saroj nourished and restructured the company back to a completely healthy status. She is 

the Chief Executive Officer of Kamani Tubes in Mumbai, India. “There are many roads,” she 



86 

said. “If one way doesn’t work out I try to think of another way. If that doesn’t work, I think 

what’s an alternative?”  Besides, being busy in chalking out a global strategy for Kamini 

International in Doha to enter into the oil and gas sectors in the West Asian region, she is looking 

after her other businesses too- the factory Sai Krupa Sakhar Karkhana in Ahmednagar, in which 

she has a major share, is now an integrated sugar complex. 

Her daughter is studying hotel management in London and her son is taking a training as 

a pilot in Germany. She is the representative of World Peace Committee (NGO) New York, 

U.S.A and International Peace Representative (Recognized by the U.N.).  By making use of the 

case of Kalpana Saroj, I wanted to support the main points of the paper which are: (1) Kalpana 

Saroj was pushed into entrepreneurship out of necessity., (2). She too possessed the 

characteristics that have been found in the women entrepreneurs of developing nations i.e. high 

enthusiasm levels, determination, high risk aptitude and low fear of failure, (3) The regulative 

institutions (the loans offered by the government) played a great role in helping her out with the 

businesses, (4) After facing a few setbacks, she became successful. All thanks to her courage and 

determination. Nonetheless, the government also played a major role in helping sustain her 

business. 

Conclusion 

Necessity based women entrepreneurship is on the rise in India as compared to 

opportunity based entrepreneurship but this could be a blessing in disguise. In the long run this 

will have a positive impact on the economy since the woman who start a business out of 

necessity today may open up multiple opportunities for other women tomorrow. The main point 

worth paying attention to here is that the business should be sustained and not allowed to die. 

Therefore, it becomes imperative for both the government and the non-governmental 

organizations to help in the promotion of women entrepreneurial activity at the bottom of the 

pyramid in the country.  This can be done by providing them with proper capital funding and 

ensuring that it reaches them (given the problem of widespread corruption and elaborate 

bureaucratic hindrances to get loans, red tapism etc.), providing these women with proper 

training and co-ordinating with them whenever necessary. These small steps taken by the 

government and the NGOs will go a long way to promote the well being of women entrepreneurs 

in India. 
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Abstract 

 

The paper investigates the paradoxical status of women entrepreneurship in India. On the 

one hand, a recent study has placed India as one of the most desirable places for women 

entrepreneurs to work. On the other hand, India is considered as the worst country to be a woman 

in because of the differential treatment meted out to women with various social ills that have 

been part of Indian society historically - child marriage, female foeticide, domestic abuse, child 

labour etc. How can we reconcile these findings? Have there been some recent socio-cultural and 

economic institutional changes that promote female entrepreneurship? Data from the Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) and Gender-Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index 

(GEDI), 2014, has been used to explore whether there is a secular trend towards an increase in 

female entrepreneurship, and if there is then is it primarily opportunity based or necessity based. 

Preliminary analysis points to a necessity based increase in female entrepreneurship levels. The 

paper concludes that under some conditions, even such a necessity based increase can lead to 

greater future opportunities for a large number of women. The ensuing strategic interactions that 

take place between the members of such a traditional society, lead to changes in socio-political 

institutions and cultural expectations. Finally, a case study exemplifies the changing status of the 

Indian woman and the corresponding changes in societal expectations and responses. 

The paper makes use of institutional theory to look at contemporary women 

entrepreneurship from a historical perspective. It explores whether these changing institutions 

have an overall positive or negative influence on women entrepreneurship in India. 

 

Keywords: women entrepreneurship, institutional theory, case study 
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Résumé  

 

Cet article étudie le statut paradoxal de l'entrepreneuriat féminin en Inde. D'une part, une 

étude récente a placé l'Inde comme l'un des endroits les plus souhaitables pour les femmes 

entrepreneurs de travailler. D'autre part, l'Inde est considéré comme le pire pays pour être une 

femme en raison du traitement différencié accordé aux femmes sujettes aux maladies sociales 

diverses qui font partie de la société indienne historiquement - mariage des enfants, foeticides 

féminins, violence familiale, travail des enfants, etc. Comment pouvons-nous concilier ces 

résultats? Des changements institutionnels socioculturels et économiques récents ont-ils favorisé 

l'entrepreneuriat féminin? Les données du Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) et Gender-

Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index (GEDI), 2014, ont été utilisées pour explorer 

existence d’une tendance laïque à une augmentation de l'entrepreneuriat féminin et, s'il y a lieu, 

de savoir s’agit-il d’une opportunité ou d’une nécessité. L'analyse préliminaire souligne une 

augmentation de l'importance de l'entrepreneuriat chez les femmes. Le document conclut que, 

dans certaines conditions, même une telle augmentation fondée sur la nécessité peut conduire à 

de plus grandes opportunités futures pour un grand nombre de femmes. Les interactions 

stratégiques qui s'ensuivent entre les membres d'une société aussi traditionnelle entraînent des 

changements dans les institutions sociopolitiques et les attentes culturelles. Enfin, une étude de 

cas illustre l'évolution de l'état de la femme indienne et les changements correspondants dans les 

attentes et les réponses de la société. Cet article utilise la théorie institutionnelle pour considérer 

l'entrepreneuriat contemporain dans une perspective historique. Il  analyse si ces institutions 

changeantes ont une influence générale positive ou négative sur l'entrepreneuriat féminin en 

Inde. 
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Resumen 
 

El artículo investiga el paradójico estado de la mujer emprendedora en la India. Por un 

lado, un estudio reciente ha colocado a India como uno de los lugares más deseables para que las 

mujeres empresarias trabajen. Por otro lado, la India es considerada como el peor país para ser 

mujer debido al tratamiento diferenciado que se le da a las mujeres con diversos problemas 

sociales que históricamente han formado parte de la sociedad india: el matrimonio infantil, el 

feticidio femenino, el abuso doméstico, el trabajo infantil, etc. ¿Cómo podemos conciliar estos 

hallazgos? ¿Han habido cambios institucionales, socio-culturales y económicos recientes que 

promuevan el emprendimiento femenino? Los datos del Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 

(GEM) y del Índice de Desarrollo Empresarial y de Género Global (GEDI) de 2014 se han 

utilizado para explorar si existe una tendencia secular hacia el aumento del espíritu emprendedor 

femenino y si fuera así, si está basado en la  oportunidad o en la necesidad. El análisis preliminar 

apunta a un aumento basado en la necesidad de los niveles de emprendimiento femenino. El 

documento concluye que en algunas condiciones, incluso un aumento basado en la necesidad 

puede conducir a mayores oportunidades futuras para un gran número de mujeres. Las sucesivas 

interacciones estratégicas que tienen lugar entre los miembros de una sociedad tan tradicional, 

llevan a cambios en las instituciones sociopolíticas y en las expectativas culturales. Por último, 

un estudio del caso ejemplifica el estado cambiante de la mujer india y los cambios 

correspondientes en las expectativas y respuestas de la sociedad. 

El artículo hace uso de la teoría institucional para considerar la emprendeduría 

contemporánea de las mujeres desde una perspectiva histórica. Explora si estas instituciones 

cambiantes tienen una influencia global positiva o negativa sobre el espíritu empresarial de las 

mujeres en la India. 

 

Palabras Clave: emprendimiento de mujeres, teoría institucional, estudio del caso. 
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 ملخص
 

تبحث هذه الورقة الحالة المتناقضة للريادة النسائية بالهند، لكن من جانب آخر أظهرت دراست أجريت مؤخراً بأن 

لمرغوبة لعمل النساء الرياديات.الهند واحدة من أكثر الجهات ا  

لكن في الجهة المقابلة تصنف الهند بأنها أسوأ مكان لتواجد المرأة فيها بسبب التمييز بالمعاملة التي تتلقاها النسوة عدا عن   

إلنتهاكات زواج القاصرين، وأد البنات، ا–الهندي تاريخياً األمراض اإلجتماعية العديدة التي شكلت جزءاً من ثقافة المجتمع 

إجتماعية أو -األسرية، وعمالة األطفال ..الخ. كيف باإلمكان إصالح هذه العوارض؟ هل حصلت مؤخراً أية تغييرات ثقافية

 تغييرات مؤسسية إقتصادية حتى يصبح باإلستطاعة تشجيع الريادة النسائية؟

استخدمت للكشف إذا كان هناك اتجاه  2014والتنمية بيانات المراقب العالمي لريادة األعمال والمؤشر العالمي لريادة األعمال 

عالمي نحو الزيادة والتطوير في الريادة النسائية، وثم إذا كان هناك توجه فهل هو مبني على فرص بالمقام األول أم هو 

األولي يؤشر بأن للضرورة الطارئة. التحليل األولي يشير إلى الضرورة بسبب الزيادة في مستويات الريادة النسائية. التحليل 

 السبب هو الضرورة بناًء على الزيادة في مستويات الريادة النسائية. 

تخلص هذه الدراسة أنه تحت بعض الظروف حتى وإن كانت الزيادة بسبب الضرورة فإنها يمكن أن تؤدي إلى فرص أكبر في 

حيزاُ بين أفراد هذا المجتمع التقليدي تؤدي إلى المستقبل لعدد كبير من النساء. االستراتيجية المتبعة التي تلت ذلك وأخذت 

 تغيرات في المؤسسات اإلجتماعية والسياسية والتوقعات الثقافية.

في الختام، دراسة الحالة تظهر جلياً تغير حالة المرأة الهندية والتغيير المتشابه في التوقعات واالستيجابات المجتمعية.    

ظر في ريادة األعمال النسائية المعاصرة من منظور تاريخي. وتستكشف إذا ما كانت لهذه وتسخدم الورقة النظرية المؤسسية للن

 التغيرات المؤسسية أثر عام سلباً أو إيجاباً على الريادة النسائية لألعمال في الهند.

 

 المفتاحية: ريادة األعمال النسائية، دراسة حالة، النظرية المؤسسية  تالكلما
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Abstract 

 

Questo studio rappresenta una investigazione sul paradosso dello stato dell’imprenditoria 

femminile in India. Da un lato, un recente studio ha evidenziato l’India come una uno dei posti 

più desiderabili in cui lavorare per donne imprenditrici. Da un altro lato, l’India è considerata 

una delle nazioni peggiori per la donna per un trattamento diverso che ricevono su vari aspetti 

che e questo è stato parte a livello storico della società indiana: matrimoni da bambine, uccisione 

di feti femminili, abusi domestici, lavoro minorile ecc.. Come possono trovare una 

riconciliazione queste cose? Ci sono stati dei recenti cambiamenti sociali e culturali che hanno 

promosso l’imprenditoria femminile? Dati dall’ Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 

(Monitor per l’Imprenditoria Globale) e l’indice dello sviluppo per genere dell’imprenditorialità 

globale (GEDI), 2014, sono stati utilizzati per esplorare se si presente un trend riguardante 

l’incremento di imprenditoria femminile, e se c’è una opportunità basata dalla necessità. 

Un’analisi preliminare evidenzia che l’incremento di imprenditoria femminile è legato a un 

contesto di necessità. Lo studio trae conclusioni evidenziati che in determinate circostanze, anche 

queste condizioni di necessità possono generare maggiori opporunità per le donne. Le strategie 

che si sviluppano come conseguenza fra i membri di una società tradizionalista, conducono a 

cambiamenti socio politici a livello di istituzioni e a livello di aspettative culturali. Alla fine, il 

caso studio esemplifica il cambiamento nello stato della donna indiana e i relativi cambiamento 

nelle aspettative e risposte da parte della società.  

Lo studio fa uso di una teoria istituzionale per inquadrare all’imprenditoria attuale 

femminile da una prospettiva storica. Esplora se le istituzioni che cambiano abbiano un impatto 

complessivo positivo o negativo sull’imprenditoria femminile in India. 
 

Keywords: imprenditoria femminile, teoria istituzionale, caso studio 
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摘要 

 

本文探讨了印度女性企业家的矛盾现状。一方面，最近的一项研究表明，印度是女企

业家最理想的工作场所之一。另一方面，印度被认为是作为女性生活最糟糕的国家，对女

性区别对待，并给予女性种种社会弊端—

童婚、女性堕胎、家庭暴力、滥用童工等，这些已成为印度社会历史的一部分。我们如何

解决这些问题？最近是否有一些社会文化和经济制度的改变促进了女性创业？2014年，全

球创业观察（GEM）和全球性别创业发展指数（GEDI）数据已被用于探索女性企业家是否

有长期增长趋势。如果有增长趋势，则主要是基于机会或是基于必要性。初步的分析指出

，女性企业家的增多是基于必要性。本文的结论是，在某些情况下，即使这种基于必要性

的提高，也能为大量女性带来更大的未来机会。在这样一个传统社会的成员之间接下来发

生的战略互动，促使社会政治制度和文化期望的改变。最后，一个案例研究例证了印度女

性地位的变化，以及相应的社会期望和反应的变化。 

本文运用制度理论，从历史的角度，审视当代女企业家。探讨是否这些制度的变化对

印度女性企业家产生了整体正面或负面的影响。 
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