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ABSTRACT

The rural landscape of India is witnessing a remarkable transformation, with women increasingly ven-
turing into entrepreneurship. While these entrepreneurs contribute to household income and reshape
their communities' economic fabric, their journeys are not without hurdles. This chapter explores how
family and social support networks influence, empower, and shape the entrepreneurial endeavors of
rural women in India. Moving beyond a simplistic portrayal of support, it examines diverse forms such
as financial assistance, childcare, emotional encouragement, business advice, and access to markets and
networks. This nuanced understanding highlights the critical role these networks play in the success and
sustainability of women-led rural enterprises. The chapter also delves into challenges like conflicting
gendered expectations, limited resources, and power dynamics. Recognizing the unique realities of rural
India, it examines how social norms, limited access to formal financial institutions, and community ties
influence family and social support.

1. INTRODUCTION

The entrepreneurial landscape of rural India is undergoing a transformative shift, with increasing
numbers of women stepping into roles traditionally dominated by men. Women’s entrepreneurship in
rural areas is now being recognized as a critical driver of economic growth, social change, and commu-
nity development. This chapter examines how family and social support networks empower, influence,
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and shape the entrepreneurial journeys of rural women, placing particular emphasis on the nuances and
complexities of these support systems.

1.1 Rural India: A Context of Gendered Constraints and Opportunities

Rural India accounts for nearly 65% of the country’s population, with around 936 million people re-
siding in these areas as of 2024 (World Population Review, 2024). The economic fabric of rural India has
long been rooted in agriculture and cottage industries, sectors in which women have traditionally played a
supportive but often invisible role. While rural women have always contributed to household sustenance
through informal work, their direct participation in entrepreneurial ventures has been constrained by
patriarchal social structures, limited access to education, and restricted access to financial resources.

However, this scenario is gradually changing. Over the last decade, several governmental initiatives,
such as the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM) and various state-level programs aimed at
promoting women’s entrepreneurship, have brought more rural women into the fold of formal entre-
preneurship. Furthermore, the rise of microfinance institutions (MFIs), Self-Help Groups (SHGs), and
digital platforms has opened new avenues for rural women to access capital and markets, thus reshaping
the rural economy.

1.2 Objective and Scope of the Chapter

The primary objective of this chapter is to explore how family and social support networks contrib-
ute to the entrepreneurial journeys of rural women in India. While there is considerable literature on
women’s entrepreneurship in urban settings, the role of these support systems in rural contexts remains
underexplored. This chapter seeks to fill that gap by examining the intricate and often multi-dimensional
support that rural women entrepreneurs receive from their families, communities, and social networks.

This chapter adopts a broad perspective, viewing family and social support networks not just as fi-
nancial or emotional safety nets but as dynamic systems that both empower and constrain. The family,
often viewed as the core unit of support, provides resources like childcare, emotional encouragement,
and access to informal credit. At the same time, traditional gender roles and patriarchal expectations can
limit the agency of women entrepreneurs, creating a dual-edged support system.

1.3 The Role of Social Capital in Women’s Entrepreneurship

Social capital theory, as articulated by Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988), provides a useful lens
through which to examine the role of family and social support networks in women’s entrepreneurship.
Social capital refers to the resources available to individuals through their social networks, including
relationships of trust, mutual support, and shared information. In rural India, where formal institutional
support is often limited or inaccessible, social capital plays a critical role in shaping the entrepreneurial
landscape for women.

However, the value of social capital is not distributed equally across all women. Social norms, es-
pecially those related to caste and religion, can constrain the social mobility of women entrepreneurs,
limiting their access to broader networks and markets. In some cases, women entrepreneurs in higher
caste groups or more progressive communities may have greater access to social capital, while those
from lower castes or conservative religious backgrounds may face significant barriers.
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