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In an age where
technology and the
Internet have created a

level-playing field for players
of all sizes to compete
equally, there's no denying
that women entrepreneurs
are still fighting an uphill
battle. Technology helps
democratise access to
information and markets,
but women entrepreneurs
face many more 'brick-
and-mortar' challenges.
From starting a business
with self-generated capital
or low financial help, to
running a company even
while taking care of the
family, to culture and
gender bias, women
struggle with numerous
roadblocks as they strive
to go about their business.
In a patriarchal societal
setup like in India, it is
hardly surprising that large
chunks of the business
community are not
comfortable with having
women as the last
decision making authority. 

Not surprisingly, the
numbers don't paint a
pretty picture either.
According to the Sixth
Economic Census by the
National Sample Survey
Organisation (NSSO), no
more than 14 per cent of
businesses in India are run
by female entrepreneurs.
This is largely skewed
towards smaller-sized firms,
as almost 98 per cent are
currently micro-enterprises.
The poor numbers show up
the gap in exploiting half of

India's working population,
and exposes the fact that, as
a country, we fail to provide
women enough
opportunities to harness
their leadership potential. 

At the same time,
numbers don't always paint
the full picture. While the
challenges are many and
daunting, there are many
stories of successful and
inspirational women
entrepreneurs that others

can draw from. We take a
look at some such leaders in
this story.

Access to credit is a
challenge for any small
business, but for women
entrepreneurs, the problem
magnifies because of gender
bias. Chayaa Nanjappa, a
rural entrepreneur and
founder of Nectar Fresh, says
that "financial institutions
were initially unwilling and
less confident in backing a

woman". To start her
processing unit of honey, she
had to pull in investment by
selling her jewellery, putting
in her mother's savings of
about Rs 15 lakh and finally,
after much effort, another Rs
10 lakh from Bank of
Allahabad. The unit
supported by the Khadi and
Village Industries Board,
began production in 2007 in
Bommanahalli near

Bengaluru. 
Nanjappa is a first-

generation woman rural
entrepreneur who has

gone from not being
confident enough to
sign a cheque to
now working with
more than 100
farmers. She claims

that Nectar Fresh is
now one of the largest

suppliers and exporters
of bulk, raw as well as
processed honey. With
competition from
giants such as
Beerenberg, Darbo
and Bonne Maman,

the Nalkeri woman
believes in doing

something better. Today, her
clientele boasts big names
such as ITC, Walmart, Spar
and Le Meridian, amongst
many others. 

Happily, there are others,
too, who are not bothered
about gender bias. Shikha
Pahwa, Founder of Delhi-
based 'House This', says that
industry standards change
when you are a woman, but
she prefers to focus on her
work and shut out gender
biases. "Challenges at work

are more demanding and
require more focus than
misogyny," says Pahwa,
who quit her high-paying
corporate job with HUL
to follow her dreams.
'House This' is a home
décor and furnishings
brand created by her
in 2011. The
company
manufactures
products such as
bedsheets,
cushions duvet
covers, table
runners and
kitchen
accessories, and
creates sets of these
products based on
common design
templates. 

Chandni Khan,
Founder of Voice of
Slum, was rejected by the
government for help to
start her venture. "People in
the government prefer
picking their 'knowns' for
work and it is very difficult to
get an entry," she says. "We
are still struggling but efforts
are on." Voice of Slum, an
NGO, is the brainchild of
Khan, who herself was
forced to work from the
tender age of five to make a
living, including performing
in a circus. The organisation
works for street children and
with the help of contributors,
volunteers and members, it

provides health
support, education
and employment
training opportunities for
slum kids. 

The internet and web
tools are also helping create
a level playing field for
women entrepreneurs. An

encouraging 24 per cent
women have access to the
Internet in India (which is
still low compared to 50 per
cent in developed markets).
In the past five years (2012-
2016), the number of new
women-owned SMB Pages
on Facebook in India has
increased seven-fold,
growing 85 per cent year-on-
year from 2015 to 2016. It's
not difficult to see why. The
Internet offers scale and
operating freedom - big
online market of online
shoppers and social media
surfers, plus the elimination
of hassles related to setting
up a brick-and-mortar
operation.

Instances abound of
women starting very small
businesses, which are purely
online and social-media
driven. From selling designer
chiffon sarees, to
breathtakingly artistic cakes,
to terracotta jewellery, to
outfits for pets, to culinary
ventures, the variety and
innovation is vast. But it is
not just that you can use
social media for operating
and reaching out to an
online customer base. The
Net is also an avenue to
raise money and garner
sales leads.

Take Khan, for instance.

Online tools including social
media helped her raise
money to register her
organisation, and pay for
stationery and teaching
material. She created a
Facebook page and used
WhatsApp broadcasts to
request people to Paytm her
Re 1 or deposit the amount
in her bank account. This
effort helped her raise Rs
30,000. Or, take Pahwa of
House This. "I get 30 per
cent of my leads and sales
from online platforms," she
says. Others are hesitant but
willing to learn to leverage
online. Nanjappa says she is
"struggling in connecting
with social media". But her
company is getting into
digital media marketing in
any case. 

Business is not easy - not
for women, and not for men
either. The women
entrepreneurs we spoke to
hope for some government
support, but for the overall
industry and not necessarily
for women only. Nanjappa
wishes to get funds from the
government to scale up her
business. She requests the
government "to identify
certain units which require
funding and in turn raise
employment". Adds Pahwa:
"Smaller businesses have

very little constructive
dialogue with the
government. In addition, the
paperwork for small
business is too much. I
believe paperwork and
accounting should be
facilitators and not hurdles,
and administration of
business should not be a
complex affair." 

The diminutive and
energetic Khan wants to be
a part of the government's
education and skill
development initiatives. She
says, "We have the will and
children to create a brighter
and better future. If the
government lets us in in
their initiatives, together we
can create a poverty-free,
well employed and well
educated India."

That should surely be the
ultimate objective.

CONSUMER CONNECT INITIATIVE

Nearly half of India's 1.2 billion population comprises females, many of who
are getting into businesses and community ventures in the face of crippling
challenges such as lack of access to capital, culture and gender bias, and
higher perception of risk. The good news: women are increasingly coming up
trumps in this struggle, with the Internet playing a liberating role
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