
Recommendations for Not-For-Profits, who could play a crucial role in  
catalysing women entrepreneurship in India  

In 2019, India’s Prime Minister shared his vision of 
transforming India into a 5 trillion-dollar economy by 
the year 2024-25. Achieving this will require a boost to 
the economy and its related activities such as 
employment, entrepreneurship and job creation, as 
well as the development of a robust female 
demographic dividend. Enabling the participation of 
women in the Indian economy could add $28 trillion to 
its GDP growth by 2025. Women entrepreneurship has 
the potential to transform employment in India by 
generating 150–170 million new jobs by the year 2030, 
which is more than 25% of the jobs required for the 
entire working-age population1. However, even though 
the role of women is crucial to the development of the 
economy, over 75% of working-age women in India are 

not formally or gainfully employed, with most women working as unpaid caregivers/domestic labour 
according to World Bank estimates. While the global average of the contribution of women to the GDP 
stands at 37%, the corresponding figure in India stands at a dismal 18%, leaving the country far from 
achieving the Prime Minister’s vision2.  

Exacerbated by deeply embedded gender norms and other socio-cultural issues, women are often 
deprived of access to information, market knowledge, finance, and, most importantly, employment that 
provides a stable and regular income. As a country, we are paying an extraordinary economic cost for this, 
and the same is reflected in our female labour force participation rate that stood at only 25.3 % in 2017-
18 according to the Economic Survey, 20203.  

Overcoming socio-economic and cultural barriers, and ensuring the development of women 
entrepreneurs is a significant task that can be shouldered, in part, by not-for-profits. Not-for-profit 
organisations have always played a pivotal role in poverty alleviation, the development of communities, 
and the practice of sustainability that either directly or indirectly contributes to a boost in socio-economic 
statuses through improvements in standards of living. Thus, these organisations need to play a leading 
role in women-led development, by accelerating the growth of women entrepreneurs across semi-urban 
and rural areas.  

Sensitisation of Family Members – Breaking Stereotypes 

According to the Landscape Study on Women Entrepreneurship that surveyed 1,200+ women from 13 
states in India, over 70% of women entrepreneurs revealed that daily household chores and the general 

 
1 Bain & Company ‘‘Powering the Economy with Her’ 
2 McKinsey Global Institute stated that India’s GDP could increase anywhere between 16% to 60% by 2025 if more 
women participated in the workforce and contributed to economic growth 
3 epreface_vol1.pdf (indiabudget.gov.in) 
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upkeep and maintenance of the household continues to be their primary responsibility. A majority of the 
women also felt that it was against their cultures/values to let their husbands or other male family 
members contribute to household chores. Approximately half of the women who revealed that they did 
not aspire to expand and grow their businesses, attributed this decision to the inability to take up any 
more work or responsibility. These multi-dimensional fallouts from issues created by gender stereotypes 
and biases shape socio-cultural norms. What starts with simple problems relating to household chores 
and the upbringing of children, directly and negatively affects the uptake of entrepreneurship as a 
legitimate career choice for female children from a foundational age.  

Not-for-profits could employ the following 
interventions to overcome gender stereotypes 
and biases, and reinstate positive gender norms: 

• Establish a network of Self-Help-Groups 
to conduct regular and periodic door-to-
door awareness campaigns.  

• Involve the local Gram Panchayat in 
awareness creation activities in respect 
of the importance of women 
entrepreneurship to boost employment 
at the local level.  

• Disseminate information about 
economic stability that women entrepreneurship can bring to families and communities. 

• Enable sustained positive attitudes towards the sharing of domestic responsibilities, allowing 
women the time and bandwidth to set up and manage their own enterprises. 

• Provide reassurance to families by constantly handholding women entrepreneurs through their 
entrepreneurial journeys, and thereby building the confidence, trust and commitment of the 
families and the entrepreneurs. 

• Share success stories of established and successful women entrepreneurs as well as data insights 
on the benefits of women entrepreneurship, not only to encourage budding women 
entrepreneurs but also to reassure families and communities.  

Soft Skills & Skill Development Training – Inducing Self-Reliance 

The most effective vocational training programmes for women often incorporate soft skills and life skills 
development, as well as on-the-job training (internships or apprenticeships). Soft skills such as 
communication and leadership are highly valued on the labour market. Therefore, investing in such skills 
can improve women’s self-confidence to start up and run their own enterprises. Moreover, issues of 
limited autonomy and mobility that women are forced to deal with, often translate into a lack of 
confidence in making decisions with respect to their enterprises. As a result of the above, several women 
continue to remain dependent on men for the purpose of making financial and business-related decisions. 
To overcome barriers in relation to low confidence levels and insufficient skill sets, NGOs could undertake 
the following interventions to boost women entrepreneurship: 

 
• Skill development training efforts that boost traditional art and livelihood forms such as 

handicrafts and agriculture, to formalise women workers and enable their entry into established 
labour markets.  



• Building confidence by developing soft skills and life skills through digital literacy and numeracy 
(accounting) as well as financial and computer literacy programmes for women. This would enable 
women entrepreneurs to make better-informed business decisions. 

• Conduct local exhibitions to showcase the talents and local products of women entrepreneurs, 
and boost morale and confidence through the same. 

• Establish co-partnerships to create a network of women entrepreneurs. This can encourage 
interactions, build networks and create a sense of community.  

• Design non-traditional skill development trainings and build capacity for women in male-
dominated professions such as auto-drivers, carpenters, construction workers, taxi drivers etc. 

• Connect women entrepreneurs to schemes and programmes under the Skill India Mission to 
upskill or reskill to establish and scale enterprises - National Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme, 
Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana, etc. 

• Engage with children studying in local government schools to inculcate positive attitudes and 
confidence levels from a foundational age, and build aspirations of being self-reliant. 

• Coverage to all women through digital means, especially in light of COVID-19. Today, there is a 
greater need for women owned enterprises to remain competitive. Skills that could be inculcated 
include negotiating profitable deals with landlords and suppliers, keeping open lines of 
communication with clients, adapting to the risks that arise in challenging times, and maintaining 
high levels of organisational wellbeing to enable the scaling and resilience of businesses. 

• Skill development as a vehicle to improve lives, and not just livelihoods. The curriculum may 
include inputs that enable women to assert themselves individually and collectively, and 
experiential exercises to help them recognise the oppression in their lives and challenge existing 
gender ideologies. 
 

Awareness Building – Bridging Information Asymmetry 

The Government of India has introduced several schemes to address specific problems in society, 
especially for people at the bottom of the economic pyramid. During the financial year 2016-17, the 
central government allocated INR 9 lakhs for over 1,000 poverty alleviation schemes. Unfortunately, a 
large portion of this allocation remains unused as the schemes have been poorly publicised, are complex 
to understand, difficult to apply to etc. As a result of the above, vulnerable communities often miss the 
opportunity to exit the vicious cycle of poverty, with the resources meant to aid them remaining 
inaccessible.  

Similar to the above, to create a supportive and conducive environment for micro-enterprises, the 
Government of India has developed schemes and programmes to strengthen multiple aspects of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem i.e. financing, technology, infrastructure, training and mentorship, as well as 
an enabling and comprehensive policy framework. For instance, the Union Budget 2021-22 has earmarked 
an amount of INR 15,700 crore for the Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises. Additionally, 
funds have been stationed by the Ministry of Finance under credit guarantee programmes, the Ministry 
of Textiles, the Ministry of Food Processing Industries etc. 

To ensure the effective utilisation of these funds, it is imperative to bridge the information gap, and, in 
view of the same, NGOs could initiate the following interventions to create greater levels of awareness 
amongst women entrepreneurs: 

 



• Mobilise women entrepreneurs and conduct awareness workshops on the possible schemes 
they can utilise and apply for, to bridge the knowledge gap women are currently experiencing 
with respect to government entitlements. 

• Create Information Education and Communication (IEC) material in localised and contextual 
languages to enable women entrepreneurs to mobilise at scale.  

• Translate the content of the schemes and programmes to regional languages or dialects to 
enable easier access.  

• Handhold women through the process of accessing finances and loans by conducting 
programmes and creating material that guide women through the process of accessing 
identification documents such as PAN Cards, Aadhaar Cards etc.; and providing other support 
that enables them to access schemes through application submission assistance, monitoring, and 
follow-ups with the concerned authorities. 

• Establish networks through collaborations with service stakeholders i.e., government officials, 
banks and NBFCs, private scheme providers, and online marketing platforms to enable easier and 
more accessible application processes to schemes for women entrepreneurs. 

• Establish a network of mentors and successful entrepreneurs who can guide aspiring women 
entrepreneurs and create a sense of community. This network could also help other women 
entrepreneurs make informed decisions through mentorship. 

Working towards Engendering Financial Capabilities to Increase Access for Women Entrepreneurs 

• Facilitate access to fair trade for women entrepreneurs by establishing local supply chains that 
connect products directly with markets, instead of having the entrepreneurs transact with 
intermediaries that usually eat up a large portion of their commission.  

• Create small, collateral free (secure) and low-interest-rate loans as an avenue for NGOs to 
provide financial access for women entrepreneurs.  

• Conduct financial literacy drives and programmes to empower women by facilitating a better 
understanding about their finances through providing training in basic accounting, numeracy, and 
mathematics.  

• Encourage collective action through private partnerships with commercial banks. NGOs may 
partner with commercial banks or advocate for the provision of gender-friendly loans and other 
financial instruments that help in establishing and sustaining enterprises. Along with this, NGOs 
could also advocate for the introduction of facilities that promote savings, and thereby enable 
women to establish financial goals and achieve them with a clear roadmap. 

• Organise virtual exhibitions in multiple regions where women entrepreneurs can showcase their 
products and capitalise on the returns received from sales. 

• Create technological solutions such as ‘cash pay-outs’ which enable digital money. Through 
access to digital money, women can have more control over their financial transactions and 
payments, allowing them to be independent from their husbands and other family members.  

 

 
 
 



 
Conclusion 

Common indicators reflecting that woman are being empowered include increased mobility, the ability to 
make decisions related to their sexual and reproductive health, and an income stream that is independent 
from that of their families. Financial independence or a stable income for women brings about autonomy 
and agency to make decisions, which extends to economic, social, and cultural mobility.  NGOs have, time 
and again, played a pivotal role in facilitating and enabling this socio-economic empowerment to create a 
better and more inclusive society.  

In this context, NGOs in India, have throughout history, been able to create significant impact on 
development agendas that require positive and exponential change. Since collective action and multi-
stakeholder interventions are crucial to boosting women entrepreneurship, it is essential to integrate the 
participation of high calibre NGOs to ensure the effective implementation and coordination of, as well as 
advocacy for, all efforts in this space.  
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