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ABSTRACT

Around 93% of India’s labour force is employed in the informal sector and are dependent on
sectors, like agriculture, small, micro, and household enterprises for their employment and
incomes. The half of this informal sector work force is employed in non-agricultural pursuits
and rural India is home to nearly half of this non-farm work force. Artisans are the backbone
of India’s non-farm rural economy, engaged in craft production to earn a livelihood. These
enterprises, particularly those in the artisanal sector, are primarily part of a home-based
cottage industry where the workforce includes the members of the extended family who use
indigenous skills which are passed down the generations. Conventional and largely
unorganized/fragmented in character they often exist in areas where unemployment and
under-employment are widespread. They are low cost and low tech with consequent low

productivity and output.

As many as 91% of total women workers work in the informal sector in India and
consequently many of the above occupations in rural India are the sole domain of the women
in the household providing them social and financial independence without having to leave
their homes. Like in other developing nations, uneducated and untrained women in India face
significant challenges and social barriers in providing for themselves and their families and in
efficiently developing independent enterprises as a means of financial security. While the men
often migrate to work in the unskilled labour markets, societal restrictions on the mobility of
women coupled with household responsibilities and lack of skills leave her with little options
in terms of livelihood. Disadvantaged and disempowered by both geography and gender, rural
women have to overcome many socio-cultural constraints in honing their traditional skills and

accessing and creating markets for their produce.

vi



Rural Indian society can be regarded as truly collectivist, as defined by Hofstede (1985)
where the needs of acceptance and community outweigh the needs for freedom and
individuality and where individuals act predominantly as members of a lifelong cohesive
group or organization - their lives and success therein intertwined with society as a whole. In
such collectivist societies, the actions of the individual are influenced by various factors such
as the opinions of one’s immediate or extended family, neighbours, work groups and other
wider social networks that one is affiliated with. According to the World Survey on the Role
of Women in Development 2019 by the United Nations, women in the developing world
consider other women as the most appropriate for lifting their families and villages out of
poverty. The 2014 survey report had noted, that since women tend to work more in teams, are
less self-centred and personal ego to them is less important than success of the organization or
business idea they are pursuing, women entrepreneurial networks or women collectively
owned micro-enterprises have been increasingly recognized as a valuable tool for its

development and promotion.

The Self-Help Group (SHG) movement in India is a living testament to the above statement.
It has gone a long way to empower the rural women in more ways than one. In this highly
participatory mechanism, they come together for the purpose of solving their common
problems through self-help and mutual help. Such associations of women entrepreneurs or
collective enterprises have helped such women share ideas and risks and to discuss their
needs, problems, experiences, and achievements. The scheme of micro financing through
SHGs has transferred the real economic power in the hands of women making it a powerful
vehicle for the poor in their socioeconomic development - simultaneously addressing both

poverty alleviation and women’s empowerment.
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Like the availability of credit, it is universally accepted that Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) plays an important role in facilitating development. Simone Cecchini
(2003, Pg 2) observed that “the use of ICT applications can enhance poor people’s
opportunities by improving their access to markets, health, and education. Furthermore, ICT
can empower the poor by expanding the use of government services, and reduce risks by
widening access to microfinance.” Apart from enhanced outreach, several small experiments
have shown ICT to be a powerful enabler for advancing economic and social development
through the creation of new types of economic activity, employment opportunities and the
enhancement of networking and participation. Michael L. Best and Sylvia G. Maier (2007,
Pg 5) observed that “ICTs have been identified as one of the most effective tools to bring
about gender and economic development almost simultaneously” thus espousing the role

ICTs can play in the economic inclusion of rural women.

While earlier Information Technology (IT) was hailed as a powerful enabler for advancing
economic and social development, the advantages it bestowed on the urban Indian woman
were not seen by her rural sister on the other side of the digital divide. Apart from availability,
accessibility and affordability, several factors including applicability and perceived
advantages of use are cited for this lack of uptake of IT in rural India. Using and benefiting
from IT requires education, training, information relevant to the user and the building of an
enabling environment most of which are unavailable to rural women. IT requires these

women to adapt to technology and not vice versa.

Over the last nearly 30 years, since the first mobile networks were deployed, the mobile
phone has seen great acceptance by all including this constituency of women. However, in
most rural geographies, the use of mobile phones is still limited only to social interactions.

With newer, smarter technologies converging IT with communications (C) and voice, video
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and web becoming available on personal phones, one sees the possibility of ICT (Information
and Communication Technology) overcoming the deficiencies inherent in traditional IT. It is
evident that the benefits of ICT in rural livelihoods are discernible and newer ICTs like
mobile applications are easy to use in that they are simpler, more intuitive, often in the

vernacular and specific in purpose,

According to forecasts made in the Ericsson Mobility Report (June 2023), 5G is set for an
exponential growth in India, logging one of the fastest ramp-ups in the world as consumers in
the country will increase from 10 million at the end of 2022 to 700 million by 2028-end. This

would make India the second-biggest single market for 5G subscribers worldwide after China.

However, the National Family Health Survey, released in Jan 2022, had a different story to
tell. The National Family Health Survey-5 data [from 2019-2021] assessed men's and
women's internet use for the first time and found that only one in three women in India (33%)
have ever used the internet, compared to more than half (57%) of men. Despite several
governmental and private initiatives, the fact that only one in three women in the country have
ever used the internet is disappointing as it is worrying. Successive governments have
believed this to be a supply side problem and have been trying to make technology available
and affordable in rural India. Even the government’s efforts to extend Broadband access to
2.5 lakh gram panchayats, is yet to drive demand in rural India. The digital divide persists,

and so consequently does a lack of acceptance of ICT as an enabler of livelihoods.

The objective of this research was to study the various facts associated with and the factors
that are influencing the adoption of ICT as a livelihood enabler by rural women entrepreneurs
(non-farm) in India. As a theoretical construct, the original Technology Acceptance Model
(1989) and its subsequent versions, its applicability in collectivist societies and the

deficiencies inherent to this model were considered. In developing a framework for this study,
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the theoretical framework was appropriately modified with field inputs from a pilot study
done. An attempt has been made to study whether the adoption of ICT as a livelihood enabler
by rural women entrepreneurs (non-farm) in India validates the above framework, which
additionally considers the social factors that influence technology adoption. Efforts have also
been made to analyse and elucidate the policy implications this “collective” dimension would
have vis-a-vis the introduction/adoption of ICT as a livelihood enabler for women

entrepreneurs in rural India.
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Glossary of terms used in this document

e ICT: Information and Communication Technology

e NABARD: National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development
e  NGO: Non-Governmental organization

e SEWA: Self-Employed Women's Association

e  SHG: Self Help Group
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