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Abstract

Social entrepreneurship is emerging as a new field for the past decades. The research studies in the field
are increasing year by year. It can play a remarkable role in the economic development of a country
especially like India where the socio-cultural environment is divergent. The term women entrepreneurship
is now popular in the country. By combining the concepts of women entrepreneurship and social
entrepreneurship, a new trend is evolving namely women social entrepreneurship. The study made an
attempt to understand the status of women social entrepreneurship in the country, its challenges and the
factors of subsistence.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The twenty-first century has witnessed a paradigm shift in how societies conceptualize and practice
entrepreneurship. Beyond the traditional profit-maximizing firm, a new breed of entrepreneurial actors
has emerged—social entrepreneurs—who prioritize social value creation alongside financial
sustainability. This evolution is particularly significant in developing economies like India, where complex
socio-economic challenges coexist with vibrant entrepreneurial energy and a diverse cultural fabric.
Parallel to the rise of social entrepreneurship is the growing recognition of women's entrepreneurial
potential. Women entrepreneurship has moved from the periphery to the mainstream of economic
development discourse, supported by policy initiatives, academic research, and grassroots movements.
When these two trajectories converge, they give rise to a distinct and powerful phenomenon: women social
entrepreneurship.

Women social entrepreneurs in India are not merely business owners; they are change agents who address
pressing societal issues—ranging from healthcare and education to environmental sustainability and
financial inclusion—while simultaneously challenging gender norms and expanding economic agency for
themselves and other women. Yet, despite their transformative potential, women social entrepreneurs
operate within a complex ecosystem marked by structural barriers, cultural constraints, and resource
limitations.

This article synthesizes contemporary research and empirical evidence to provide a comprehensive
understanding of women social entrepreneurship in India. It examines the current status of the field,
identifies the multifaceted challenges women social entrepreneurs face, and explores the critical factors
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that enable their subsistence and growth. The discussion is structured to serve both academic audiences
seeking theoretical insights and practitioners, policymakers, and educators looking for actionable
recommendations.

2. CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS

2.1 Defining Social Entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship refers to the process of identifying, evaluating, and exploiting opportunities to

create social value through innovative, sustainable, and scalable solutions. Unlike traditional commercial

entrepreneurship, which primarily seeks financial returns, social entrepreneurship places social impact at

the core of its mission, often employing hybrid business models that blend market mechanisms with social

objectives.

Key characteristics of social entrepreneurship include:

e Social mission primacy: The primary goal is to address a social problem or unmet need.

e Innovation: Social entrepreneurs introduce novel products, services, processes, or organizational
forms.

o Sustainability: Ventures strive for financial viability to ensure long-term impact.

e Scalability: Solutions are designed to reach large populations or replicate across contexts.

2.2 Women Entrepreneurship in Context

Women entrepreneurship encompasses business activities initiated, owned, and managed by women. In

India, women's entrepreneurial participation has historically been constrained by socio-cultural norms,

limited access to resources, and institutional barriers. However, recent decades have seen significant

progress, driven by:

o Policy support: Government schemes such as Stand-Up India, Mudra loans, and Mahila E-Haat.

e Educational advancement: Increasing female enrollment in higher education and professional courses.

o Digital enablement: E-commerce platforms and digital payment systems reducing entry barriers.

o Changing social norms: Gradual shifts in gender roles and family support structures.

Despite these gains, women remain underrepresented in formal entrepreneurship, with significant

concentration in the informal sector and micro-enterprises.

2.3 Emergence of Women Social Entrepreneurship

Women social entrepreneurship represents the intersection of social entrepreneurship and women

entrepreneurship. It refers to women-led ventures that explicitly pursue social missions, often in sectors

aligned with traditional caregiving roles (health, education, community welfare) but increasingly

expanding into technology, environment, and finance.

This convergence is significant for several reasons:

e Unique value proposition: Women social entrepreneurs often bring lived experience of
marginalization, enabling empathetic, context-sensitive solutions.

e Dual empowerment: These ventures simultaneously advance social development and women's
economic agency.

e Role modeling: Successful women social entrepreneurs inspire other women and girls to pursue
entrepreneurial paths.

In India, nearly 25 percent of social enterprises are led by women, compared to less than 9 percent of

commercial small and medium enterprises—a testament to the disproportionate representation of women

in the social impact sector.
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3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

This study is guided by the following research objectives:

1. To examine the current status of women social entrepreneurship in India

2. To identify the key challenges faced by women social entrepreneurs

3. To explore the factors of subsistence that enable women social entrepreneurs to start their ventures.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive research design grounded in secondary data analysis and

synthesis of existing literature. The methodology is structured as follows:

4.1 Research Approach

The study adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach, consistent with prior research on women social

entrepreneurship in India. This approach is appropriate for understanding complex, context-dependent

phenomena such as gendered entrepreneurial experiences, socio-cultural barriers, and ecosystem enablers.

4.2 Data Sources

Data were collected from multiple secondary sources, including:

e Academic journals: Peer-reviewed articles on social entrepreneurship, women entrepreneurship, and
gender studies.

e Policy reports and white papers: Publications from UN agencies (UNDP, UN DESA), OECD, GIZ,
British Council, and government bodies (MOSPI, NITI Aayog).

o Case studies and practitioner reports: Documented examples of women-led social enterprises from
Stanford Social Innovation Review, SSRN, and development organization publications.

o Statistical data: Government statistics on women entrepreneurship, MSME sector reports, and impact
investment databases.

5. STATUS OF WOMEN SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN INDIA

5.1 Growth Trajectory and Sectoral Distribution

The social enterprise ecosystem in India has grown substantially over the past two decades, with women

playing an increasingly visible role. Estimates suggest that women lead approximately one-quarter of

India's social enterprises, with particular concentration in sectors such as:

o Healthcare and wellness: Maternal health, nutrition, mental health, and affordable diagnostics.

e Education and skill development: Early childhood education, vocational training, and digital literacy
for girls and women.

e Livelihoods and financial inclusion: Microfinance, artisan collectives, and market linkages for rural
producers.

o Environment and sustainability: Clean energy, waste management, and sustainable agriculture.

o Community development: Water, sanitation, housing, and disaster relief.

Women social entrepreneurs often operate in rural and semi-urban areas, addressing gaps left by state and

market actors. Their ventures range from grassroots self-help groups (SHGs) and cooperatives to

technology-enabled platforms and hybrid organizations.

5.2 Organizational Forms and Business Models

Women-led social enterprises in India adopt diverse organizational structures:

o Non-profit organizations (NPOs): Registered as trusts, societies, or Section 8 companies, relying on
grants and donations.
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o For-profit social enterprises: Structured as private limited companies or LLPs, generating revenue
through sales or services.

o Hybrid models: Combining non-profit and for-profit arms to balance mission and sustainability.

e Cooperatives and collectives: Member-owned enterprises, particularly in agriculture, handicrafts, and
dairy.

Business models vary from direct service delivery (e.g., low-cost clinics, schools) to platform-based

intermediation (e.g., marketplaces for artisan products, telemedicine networks).

5.3 Geographic and Demographic Patterns

Women social entrepreneurship is not uniformly distributed across India. Key patterns include:

e Urban-rural divide: While urban centers host technology-enabled and professionally managed
ventures, rural areas see more grassroots, community-based initiatives.

o Regional variation: States with higher female literacy and stronger SHG movements (e.g., Kerala,
Tamil Nadu, Karnataka) show greater women's entrepreneurial activity.

e Age and education: Women social entrepreneurs span a wide age range, with increasing participation
from younger, college-educated women in urban areas.

e Caste and class: Women from marginalized castes and low-income backgrounds face compounded
barriers but also demonstrate resilience and innovation.

5.4 Contribution to Economic and Social Development

Women social entrepreneurs contribute to India's development in multiple ways:

e Job creation: Generating employment for themselves and others, particularly women in underserved
communities.

o Service delivery: Filling gaps in healthcare, education, and financial services, especially in remote
areas.

e Social capital: Building networks, trust, and collective action within communities.

e Gender transformation: Challenging patriarchal norms and expanding women's decision-making
power.

6. CHALLENGES FACING WOMEN SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS IN INDIA

Despite their potential, women social entrepreneurs in India confront a complex web of challenges that
constrain their ability to start, sustain, and scale their ventures. These challenges can be categorized into
individual, social, economic, and institutional dimensions.

6.1 Socio-Cultural Barriers

6.1.1 Gender Norms and Family Expectations

Deeply entrenched gender roles assign women primary responsibility for domestic work and caregiving,

limiting their time, mobility, and energy for entrepreneurial activities. Key issues include:

e Dual burden: Women must balance business responsibilities with household duties, often leading to
burnout or compromised venture growth.

o Family opposition: Families may resist women's entrepreneurial aspirations due to concerns about
reputation, safety, or deviation from traditional roles.

e Priority conflicts: When forced to choose between family and business, women often prioritize family,
sacrificing entrepreneurial ambitions.
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6.1.2 Social Stigma and Discrimination

Women entrepreneurs, particularly in male-dominated sectors or public-facing roles, face prejudice and

skepticism. Manifestations include:

e Credibility deficits: Women's competence and leadership are questioned more frequently than men's.

e Restricted mobility: Social norms limit women's ability to travel for business, attend networks, or
access markets.

o Harassment and safety concerns: Women face risks of verbal, physical, or sexual harassment in public
and professional spaces.

6.2 Financial Constraints

6.2.1 Limited Access to Capital

Access to finance is consistently identified as the most critical barrier for women social entrepreneurs.

Contributing factors include:

e Lack of collateral: Women often lack property or assets in their names to secure loans.

e Gender bias in lending: Banks and investors harbor prejudicial assumptions about women's
creditworthiness and business acumen.

o Limited financial literacy: Many women lack knowledge of financial products, application processes,
and investment readiness.

o Informal sector concentration: Women's ventures are often in the informal economy, excluding them
from formal credit channels.

6.2.2 Funding Gaps and Investment Bias

Even within the social impact sector, women-led ventures receive disproportionately less funding.

Challenges include:

e Gender-lens investing gaps: Few investors explicitly target women-led social enterprises, and those
that do often offer smaller ticket sizes.

o Pay gap: Women social entrepreneurs earn less than their male counterparts and less than women in
for-profit ventures.

o Scaling constraints: Limited access to growth capital prevents ventures from expanding impact.

6.3 Educational and SKkill Deficits

6.3.1 Limited Business Knowledge

Many women social entrepreneurs lack formal training in business management, marketing, finance, and

operations. Consequences include:

e Operational inefficiencies: Poor financial management, inventory control, or pricing strategies.

o Market limitations: Inability to identify opportunities, negotiate contracts, or leverage digital tools.

e Dependency on intermediaries: Reliance on middlemen or male family members for business
decisions.

6.3.2 Digital Literacy Gaps

Despite the rise of digital platforms, many women—especially in rural areas—Ilack digital skills to

leverage e-commerce, social media, or online payment systems. This limits their ability to:

e Access broader markets

o Reduce transaction costs

e Build brand visibility
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e Connect with mentors and peers

6.4 Institutional and Policy Barriers

6.4.1 Regulatory Complexity

Women entrepreneurs face cumbersome licensing, registration, and compliance procedures that are time-
consuming and costly. Issues include:

e Bureaucratic hurdles: Multiple approvals, opaque processes, and corruption.

o Lack of awareness: Women may not know about available schemes, subsidies, or support programs.
e Legal literacy gaps: Limited understanding of business structures, contracts, and intellectual property.
6.4.2 Inadequate Government Support

While policies exist, implementation gaps limit their effectiveness. Problems include:

o Fragmented schemes: Multiple programs with overlapping objectives and complex eligibility.

o Limited reach: Benefits often fail to reach rural, marginalized, or first-generation entrepreneurs.

o Insufficient mentorship: Lack of sustained handholding, training, and post-launch support.

6.5 Market and Competitive Pressures
6.5.1 Market Access Challenges
Women social entrepreneurs struggle to penetrate markets due to:
e Limited networks: Exclusion from male-dominated business networks and industry associations.
o Brand building difficulties: Lack of marketing skills and resources to promote products/services.
o Dependence on intermediaries: Reliance on middlemen who capture value and limit direct customer
relationships.
6.5.2 Competitive Disadvantages
Women-led ventures often face:
e Price competition: Inability to compete with larger, established firms on cost.
e Quality perceptions: Stereotypes that women's products are inferior or niche.
e Technology gaps: Limited access to advanced tools, automation, or R&D.

6.6 Psychological and Personal Barriers

6.6.1 Low Self-Confidence

Internalized gender norms and societal messages can erode women's confidence in their entrepreneurial
capabilities. Manifestations include:

o Risk aversion: Reluctance to take calculated risks or pursue growth opportunities.

o Imposter syndrome: Self-doubt about competence and legitimacy as entrepreneurs.

o Fear of failure: Concerns about social stigma or financial loss if the venture fails.

6.6.2 Limited Role Models and Mentorship

The scarcity of visible women social entrepreneurs reduces aspirational pathways and practical guidance.
Consequences include:

o Isolation: Lack of peer support and shared learning.

o Knowledge gaps: Limited access to tacit knowledge about navigating challenges.

e Reduced ambition: Lower aspirations due to limited exposure to successful examples.
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7. FACTORS OF SUBSISTENCE: ENABLERS OF WOMEN SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Despite formidable challenges, many women social entrepreneurs in India not only survive but thrive.
Research identifies a constellation of personal, social, economic, and institutional factors that enable their
subsistence and growth. Understanding these enablers is critical for designing effective support
ecosystems.
7.1 Personal and Psychological Factors
7.1.1 Entrepreneurial Mindset and Resilience
Successful women social entrepreneurs exhibit:
o Intrinsic motivation: A deep commitment to social mission that sustains them through setbacks.
e Resilience: Ability to persevere despite failures, rejection, or resource constraints.
e Adaptability: Willingness to pivot, experiment, and learn from feedback.
7.1.2 Self-Efficacy and Confidence
Women who believe in their capabilities are more likely to:
o Take calculated risks
e Pursue growth opportunities
o Negotiate effectively
o Persist in the face of obstacles
Confidence is often built through:
o Skill development: Training in business, leadership, and technical domains.
e Mentorship: Guidance from experienced entrepreneurs or advisors.
o Peer support: Networks of women entrepreneurs who share experiences and encouragement.
7.1.3 Vision and Innovation
Women social entrepreneurs who articulate a clear vision and introduce innovative solutions are better
positioned to:
e Attract resources and partners
o Differentiate in competitive markets
o Inspire teams and communities
Innovation may take the form of:
e New products or services tailored to underserved populations
e Novel delivery models (e.g., mobile clinics, community health workers)
e Creative financing (e.g., microloans, crowdfunding)

7.2 Social and Relational Factors

7.2.1 Family Support

Family backing—emotional, financial, or practical—is a critical enabler. Supportive families:
e Share domestic responsibilities

o Provide seed capital or guarantees

o Encourage risk-taking and ambition

e Defend against social criticism

7.2.2 Community Networks

Strong community ties provide:

e Social capital: Trust, reciprocity, and information flows.

e Market access: Local customers, suppliers, and distributors.
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e Collective action: Cooperatives, SHGs, and producer groups that pool resources and bargaining power.
7.2.3 Mentorship and Role Models

Access to mentors and visible role models:

e Reduces isolation and builds confidence

e Provides practical guidance on strategy, operations, and fundraising

e Expands networks and opportunities

Mentorship can come from:

o Experienced entrepreneurs (male or female)

e Industry experts and advisors

e Peer networks and accelerators

7.3 Economic and Resource Factors
7.3.1 Access to Finance
Women who secure funding—through grants, loans, equity, or revenue—can:
e Invest in infrastructure, technology, and talent
e Scale operations and impact
o Build credibility with stakeholders
Sources of finance include:
e Microfinance institutions (MFIs): Small loans for grassroots ventures.
e Government schemes: Mudra loans, Stand-Up India, state-level subsidies.
o Impact investors: Funds targeting social and environmental returns.
e Crowdfunding: Online platforms for community-backed funding.
7.3.2 Human Capital
Education, skills, and experience enhance entrepreneurial success. Key dimensions include:
o Formal education: Degrees in business, social sciences, or technical fields.
e Vocational training: Skills in specific trades, technologies, or sectors.
o Work experience: Prior employment in relevant industries or functions.
7.3.3 Physical and Digital Infrastructure
Access to:
o Transportation: Enables mobility for business activities.
e Technology: Computers, smartphones, internet connectivity.
o Workspace: Safe, affordable locations for operations.
Digital tools are particularly transformative, enabling:
e Online marketing and sales
e Remote collaboration and learning
o Financial management and payments.
7.4 Institutional and Policy Factors
7.4.1 Supportive Policy Environment
Government policies that reduce barriers and provide incentives include:
o Simplified regulations: Single-window clearances, online registration.
e Financial incentives: Subsidized loans, tax breaks, grants.
e (Capacity building: Training programs, incubators, accelerators.
Examples in India:
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e Stand-Up India: Loans for women and SC/ST entrepreneurs.

e Mudra Scheme: Collateral-free loans for micro-enterprises.

e Mahila E-Haat: Online marketplace for women's products.

7.4.2 Ecosystem Support Organizations

Intermediaries that provide tailored support:

e Incubators and accelerators: Mentorship, workspace, funding access.

e NGOs and development agencies: Training, market linkages, advocacy.
e Industry associations: Networking, knowledge sharing, policy influence.
7.4.3 Legal and Regulatory Frameworks

Clear, enforceable laws that protect women's rights and business interests:

e Property rights: Enabling women to own and leverage assets.

e Anti-discrimination laws: Addressing bias in lending, employment, and markets.
o Contract enforcement: Ensuring fair business dealings.

7.5 Sector-Specific and Contextual Factors

7.5.1 Alignment with Social Needs

Ventures that address urgent, visible problems (e.g., maternal health, girls' education) often gain:
o Community buy-in and trust

e Government and donor support

e Media attention and advocacy

7.5.2 Leveraging Traditional Strengths

Women social entrepreneurs often build on domains where women have existing expertise or social
permission:

o Handicrafts and textiles

Food processing and catering

o Healthcare and caregiving

e Education and child development

This reduces entry barriers and enhances credibility.

7.5.3 Digital and Platform Enablement

Technology platforms that lower transaction costs and expand reach:

e E-commerce marketplaces (e.g., Amazon Saheli, Flipkart Samarth)
Social media for marketing and community building

Fintech for payments and credit.

8. CASE ILLUSTRATIONS: WOMEN SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS IN ACTION

To ground the discussion, consider the following illustrative cases (synthesized from documented
examples):

Case 1: Rural Healthcare Pioneer

Profile: A woman from a rural district in Tamil Nadu, with a nursing background, identified high maternal
mortality and lack of affordable diagnostics as critical gaps.

Venture: Established a network of community health workers providing prenatal care, basic diagnostics,
and referrals to hospitals.

Enablers:
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e Partnership with local government health department

e Microfinance loan for initial equipment

e Training from an NGO on social enterprise models

e Supportive family sharing domestic responsibilities

Challenges overcome:

o Initial skepticism from male community leaders

 Difficulty securing bank loan without collateral

o Balancing family duties with travel for site visits

Impact: Reduced maternal complications in 50+ villages; employed 200+ women as health workers.
Case 2: Artisan Collective Leader

Profile: A woman from a weaving community in Odisha, frustrated by exploitative middlemen and
declining incomes.

Venture: Formed a cooperative of 500 women weavers, created a brand, and sold directly through e-
commerce platforms.

Enablers:

e Government grant for skill upgradation

e Mentorship from a social enterprise accelerator

o Digital literacy training from a development agency

e Collective bargaining power through the cooperative

Challenges overcome:

e Resistance from traditional male-dominated trader networks

o Limited initial knowledge of online marketing

e Quality control and standardization issues

Impact: Doubled artisan incomes; preserved traditional craft; empowered women with financial
independence.

Case 3: EdTech Innovator

Profile: A young, urban-educated woman from Bangalore, passionate about girls' education and digital
equity.

Venture: Developed a low-cost, vernacular-language e-learning platform for rural girls, accessible via
basic smartphones.

Enablers:

e Angel investment from impact fund focused on gender

o Partnership with state education department for pilot

o Technical co-founder and diverse team

e Media coverage amplifying visibility

Challenges overcome:

e Gender bias in tech investor meetings

o Balancing product development with fundraising

o Navigating regulatory approvals for educational content

Impact: Reached 100,000+ girls across three states; improved learning outcomes; inspired similar
initiatives.

These cases illustrate how personal drive, social support, resource access, and enabling policies converge
to enable women social entrepreneurs to create meaningful impact.

IJFMR260486304 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 10



http://www.ijfmr.com/

~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

i

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

9. STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENGTHENING WOMEN SOCIAL

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Based on the analysis of status, challenges, and enablers, the following multi-level recommendations are

proposed:

9.1 For Policymakers and Government

1. Simplify and streamline regulations: Create single-window clearance systems for women-led social
enterprises, with online registration and compliance.

2. Expand gender-lens financing: Increase allocation for women-focused funds, collateral-free loans, and
grant programs.

3. Invest in digital and physical infrastructure: Ensure affordable internet, transportation, and safe
workspaces, especially in rural areas.

4. Strengthen implementation of existing schemes: Improve outreach, reduce bureaucratic hurdles, and
ensure timely disbursement of benefits.

5. Integrate entrepreneurship education: Include social entrepreneurship and gender modules in school
and college curricula.

9.2 For Investors and Funders

1. Adopt gender-lens investing criteria: Explicitly target women-led social enterprises with flexible terms
and patient capital.

2. Provide non-financial support: Offer mentorship, capacity building, and network access alongside
funding.

3. Reduce bias in due diligence: Train investment teams to recognize and mitigate gender stereotypes.

4. Support early-stage ventures: Create seed funds and pre-seed grants for women testing innovative
models.

9.3 For Ecosystem Builders and Intermediaries

1. Develop tailored incubation programs: Design accelerators addressing women's specific needs (e.g.,
childcare, flexible schedules).

2. Facilitate peer networks: Create communities of practice for women social entrepreneurs to share
learning and support.

3. Provide market linkages: Connect women-led ventures to corporate supply chains, government
procurement, and export opportunities.

4. Offer digital literacy training: Equip women with skills to leverage e-commerce, social media, and
fintech.

9.4 For Educational Institutions and Researchers

1. Integrate social entrepreneurship into curricula: Offer courses, workshops, and competitions on social
innovation and gender.

2. Conduct action research: Partner with women social entrepreneurs to co-create knowledge and
solutions.

3. Build mentorship pipelines: Connect students and alumni with women social entrepreneurs for
internships and projects.

9.5 For Women Social Entrepreneurs Themselves

1. Build financial and digital literacy: Invest in continuous learning about finance, technology, and
market trends.
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2. Seek mentorship and peer support: Join networks, attend events, and seek advisors.
Leverage collective action: Form or join cooperatives, SHGs, and producer companies.

w

4. Articulate clear value propositions: Communicate social impact and business viability to attract
resources.
5. Prioritize self-care and resilience: Manage work-life balance and seek support to prevent burnout.

10. CONCLUSION

Women social entrepreneurship in India represents a powerful convergence of social innovation and
gender empowerment. Women social entrepreneurs are addressing critical societal challenges—from
healthcare and education to livelihoods and sustainability—while simultaneously expanding their own
economic agency and challenging patriarchal norms.

Yet, their journey is fraught with challenges: socio-cultural constraints, financial barriers, skill gaps, and
institutional obstacles. Despite these hurdles, many women social entrepreneurs demonstrate remarkable
resilience, leveraging personal drive, social support, resource access, and enabling policies to create
sustainable impact.

Strengthening this ecosystem requires coordinated action from policymakers, investors, educators,
ecosystem builders, and the entrepreneurs themselves. By investing in digital and physical infrastructure,
expanding gender-lens financing, simplifying regulations, and fostering mentorship and networks, India
can unlock the full potential of women social entrepreneurship.

For management educators, this field offers fertile ground for curriculum development, case teaching, and
experiential learning. By integrating women social entrepreneurship into MBA programs, we can prepare
the next generation of leaders to build inclusive, sustainable, and impactful enterprises.

The path forward is clear: recognize, support, and scale women social entrepreneurship as a catalyst for
equitable development in India and beyond.
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