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Unlocking the Potential of Non-Farm Sector for
Women’s Economic Empowerment

Insights from the Roundtable

Context of the Discussions

India’s employment landscape is at a pivotal moment. With agriculture offering limited prospects for
sustained job creation, the non-farm sector has become central to meeting the country’s future labour
market needs. The Economic Survey 2023—-24 estimates that India must create nearly 7.85 million non-
farm jobs annually until 2030 to absorb its growing workforce, a target that can be significantly
advanced by expanding women’s economic participation. Yet gender disparities remain substantial:
despite constituting half the population, women contribute only 18 percent to GDP, and just 42
percent of women aged 15 and above participate in the labour force, largely concentrated in low-
productivity informal work with limited pathways for mobility.

In this context, UNDP, in partnership with ACCESS Development Services, convened a Thematic
Roundtable in October 2025 on “Unlocking the Potential of the Non-Farm Sector for Women’s
Economic Empowerment.” The discussions contributed to shaping a collaborative roadmap aimed at
facilitating women'’s transition from informal to formal non-farm employment and fostering stronger
convergence among key stakeholders to accelerate gender-responsive economic transformation.




Recommendations and Learnings

Opportunities for Women in the Non-Farm Sector

There is a growing potential in emerging sectors like the gig and platform economy, mobility services,
care economy, green economy, municipal services, home-based work, and decentralized value chains.
Evidence shows that women prefer flexible and fractional work due to care responsibilities, making
hyper-local and digital-enabled models especially relevant. Multiple gaps persist, including limited
access to enabling infrastructure, safety constraints, and a persistent gendered skill gap. Private sector
data, such as the low proportion of women in platform delivery services (only ~6,300 out of 1.5 million
workers as reported by Zomato), reflects both structural barriers and opportunity for targeted
interventions.

e Creating Hyper-Local and Flexible Employment Models: Localized job creation can
significantly expand women’s participation, particularly in sectors such as delivery services,
mobility, waste management, care services, and food processing. Simultaneously, work
models must accommodate women'’s care responsibilities by enabling flexible, fractional, and
time-bound work arrangements. Hyper-local employment also helps reduce mobility
constraints and supports safer, more accessible work options for women.

e Strengthening Sector-Specific Enabling Ecosystems: Availability of strong infrastructure
support like vehicle rental systems, access to mobile phones, and reliable internet connectivity
continue to be a critical enabler of non-farm employment.

e Enhancing Skilling Pathways and Continuous Capacity Building: Combining foundational skills
with advanced, market-aligned training in trades such as tailoring, beauty services, care work,
and digital operations can strengthen women’s employability. Continuous handholding,
mentoring, and practical exposure are essential to help women navigate job transitions and
strengthen confidence. Sector-specific skilling strategies need to be developed for emerging
areas such as the green economy, logistics, etc.

e Supporting Enterprises that Bridge the Formal-Informal Divide: Social enterprises and local
businesses that integrate home-based workers into formal supply chains can play a pivotal
role in improving access to markets and decent work.

Financing Needs of Women Entrepreneurs

Access to finance remains a major constraint despite high repayment rates among women (98%).
Women entrepreneurs face persistent barriers including lack of collateral, low financial literacy, small
loan ticket sizes, and limited engagement from formal lenders. While blended finance, flexible
repayment mechanisms, and credit guarantees show promise, these instruments remain
underutilized. Not all women require credit, many need sustained handholding, business development
support, and market linkages.

Emerging models show the potential of integrating finance with skilling, digital tools, and sector-
specific risk management. There is a need to align policy frameworks with household cash flows,
simplify processes, and create gender-responsive financial products.

o Developing Gender-Responsive Financial Products: Tailored credit products with flexible
repayment terms, variable loan sizes, and sector-specific conditions can address diverse
business needs. Blended finance instruments, including livelihood risk funds and recovery
financing, can de-risk lending for financial institutions while protecting entrepreneurs from
volatility.

e Integrating Financial Literacy and Business Management Training: Comprehensive financial
literacy covering credit access, digital payments, cash flow planning, risk mitigation, and
enterprise operations, is critical for sustainable entrepreneurship. Socio-economic profiling
can help tailor financial services to varying levels of vulnerability and business maturity.




e Leveraging Institutional Mechanisms to Catalyze Credit Flow: Credit guarantees, such as
those offered through CGTMSE, can significantly reduce collateral requirements and
incentivize lending to micro and nano enterprises. Platforms such as the Unified Lending
Interface (ULI) and NRLM can be leveraged to integrate access to both finance and new
markets.

Expanding Market Linkages and Access

Women entrepreneurs continue to face weak market linkages, limited scalability, and challenges in
accessing high-value markets. Discussions emphasized that different products require different
market strategies: some can scale into larger value chains, others must remain hyperlocal, and some
require integration through aggregators. Research shows that women often prefer clear job roles
rather than full entrepreneurship, underscoring the need for institutional support in areas such as
design, branding, standardisation, and market research.

Participants stressed that quality, standardisation, certification, and strong branding are prerequisites
for entering national and global markets. Selling “a story, not just a product” was highlighted as a
viable approach, provided quality remains central. Branding based on excellence, rather than
sympathy or welfare narratives—needs to be emphasized. The role of intermediaries and aggregators
was recognised as essential to ensure product-market fit and supply-side readiness.

o Differentiating Market Strategies by Product and Scale: Products must be assessed for
scalability: some are suitable for integration into national or global value chains, while others
require hyper-local or niche market strategies. Furthermore, markets - whether local,
national, international, or digital - demand unique marketing, branding, and distribution
approaches. Similarly, simplifying export processes for women-led clusters and integrate
them into global value chains. Investing in digital platforms, e-commerce onboarding, and Al-
enabled tools that improve product discoverability can further help women navigate market
requirements.

e Enhancing Quality, Standardisation, and Certification: Quality assurance frameworks—
including consistent standards for production, packaging, safety, and compliance—are
essential for market competitiveness. Certification processes help products meet retail, e-
commerce, and export requirements, enabling entry into higher-value markets.

o Strengthening Aggregation and Intermediary Roles: Intermediaries such as producer
companies, social enterprises, and sector-specific aggregators play a critical role in helping
women access markets at scale. Strengthening intermediary capacity can significantly
enhance the competitiveness of decentralized women’s enterprises.

Women'’s access to economic opportunities continues to be shaped by intersecting factors such as
caste, class, geography, disability, and household responsibilities. Policies that adopt an intersectional
lens can ensure that programmes reach the most marginalized segments. Social protection
mechanisms, including insurance-led welfare models, can further reduce vulnerabilities among
informal and self-employed workers. Furthermore, Affordable and accessible care services—including
childcare, eldercare, and disability support—are essential for enabling women’s participation in the
workforce.

States that have made notable progress have done so through strong collaboration among
government, private sector, civil society, and academia. It is crucial to enhance convergence across
departments, ensuring alignment between NRLM, NULM, MSME, skill development missions, and
private sector initiatives. Efforts need to focus on strengthening institutional capacities, expanding
equitable value chain ecosystems, improving access to finance and business development services,
and advancing inclusive market systems that enhance women’s agency and economic resilience.




