Int. Jr. of Contemp. Res. in Multi. PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL

Volume 5 Issue 1 [Jan- Feb] Year 2026

of
Contemporary Research

Multidisciplinary

Research Article

Women’s Empowerment and Micro-Entrepreneurship: Enlarging
Life-choice Contours through the Capability Approach

Vikash Dubey *

Department of Sociology, DAV College, Civil Lines, Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, India

Corresponding Author: *Vikash Dubey

Abstract

Micro-entrepreneurship is acting as a major instrument of women's empowerment in India
beyond the threshold of income generation alone. It significantly improves life-choice contours
among women on personal, social and economic fronts. This study, using the secondary data of
world indices, highlights the existence of huge differences between women participating in
micro- entrepreneurship that depict the country in non-homogeneous states and regions. This
study is based on secondary-data that synthesises national databases such as NSSO, MSME,
and NABARD?’s status of microfinance in India.

Micro-entrepreneurship has enabled women to be economically independent and freely mobile,
but the extent of its impact on the life-choice contours is directly associated with the existing
socio- cultural norms, access to education and the extent of institutional support. Women
entrepreneurs in some regions tend to face various problems, such as limited resources and
credit access, that can stifle their potential. This is in comparison to more advanced areas
where the supportive networks and educational programs enhance women's participation in
entrepreneurial engagements.

These results justify the need to formulate holistic policies that will develop an enabling
environment for the female entrepreneur. A solution to the issues they deal with and a fair
share of resources would shift micro-entrepreneurship into a force of making the world a better
place, where women can once again find their independence and become valuable members of
their communities and the economy as a whole. This study, therefore, supports the
inclusiveness of the concept of entrepreneurship that emphasises the key role of
entrepreneurship in enhancing gender equality in India.
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1. INTRODUCTION

One important indicator of inclusive and sustainable economic
growth is the participation of women in economic activities.
India still has one of the lowest female labour force
participation rates among developing economies, indicating the
conspicuous and unabated gender gap in the Indian labour
market (World Bank, 2023). Due to a lack of sufficient

representation at formal sector, micro-entrepreneurship has
become an important channel for women, especially those
living and working in rural and semi-urban regions, to
participate in productive work. These are generally self-owned,
small-scale businesses that do not need high capital but have
enormous transformative potential by providing women with
income, independence and decision-making power.

Figure 1: Female Labour Force Participation (2012-2022
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Since women are empowered, the contours of meaningful life
choices extend through a wide spectrum, including all issues
such as education, marriage and childbirth, mobility, and sound
like a connected life-choice contour that has been done to
women  through such  empowerment.  Traditionally,
empowerment has been understood in terms of properties such
as income generation. This study looks again at the concept,

Micro-
Entrepreneurship
= Access to credit « Education,
= SHGs, Local  Mobility,
markets Networks

Several government initiatives like Deendayal Antyodaya
Yojana — National Rural Livelihood Mission (DAY-NRLM),
Stand-Up India, Prime Minister Employment Generation
Programme (PMEGP), etc. have instrumental in providing
accessibility to credit, skill development and entrepreneurship
training and have therefore helped in the institutionalisation of

with a more holistic approach inspired by Amartya Sen, who
has argued for a shift in development thinking, from a focus on
economic growth (GNP) to a focus on individual capabilities
(Sen, 1999). View it through that lens, and micro-
entrepreneurship is much more than just a source of income; it
is a catalyst that widens the set of capabilities women possess
and the range of choices they can actually make in life.

Empowerment

Outcomes

Skills

+ Agency,
Decision-making
» Confidence

self-employment among women. But for all this policy effort,
there is a substantial mismatch between income generation and
the widening of life-choice contours, state-wise and social-
group-wise, implying unequal empowerment outcomes at the
grassroots.
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Figure 2: Sectoral Distribution of Women Micro-
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Figure 3: Gender Gap in Micro-enterprise Ownership
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This research adopts a mixed-method approach utilising the correlates of empowerment. In addition to quantitative

Survey of Enterprises in India (SEI) and related national
datasets to examine patterns of women’s participation in micro-
enterprise activities. It undertakes state-wise comparative
analysis to explore sectoral allocation, participation rates, and

indicators, the study also emphasises the qualitative harmony
between micro-enterprise engagement and the broadening of
life-choice contours, reflecting the social and cultural
transformations that accompany economic participation.

Table 1: Women’s Participation in Micro-Enterprises by Sector and State (SEI, 2022)

State Manufacturing (%) Trade (%) Services (%) | Total Women Entrepreneurs (%)
Tamil Nadu 32.1 45.7 222 18.6
Maharashtra 28.5 41.9 29.6 14.9
Uttar Pradesh 25.3 47.8 26.9 9.8
West Bengal 31.6 43.1 25.3 13.5

The analysis also investigates the contextual constraints that
inhibit women entrepreneurs— namely, restricted mobility,
constrained access to formal credit networks, and the ingrained
patriarchy—which represent the experiences of women
entrepreneurs in India. The paper places micro-entrepreneurship
in the wider gender-and-development debate, conceiving
empowerment as a process and a set of social and economic
outcomes of change.

Academics have realised that the process of disesmpowerment to
empowerment of women is a composite process which involves
moving forward from disempowerment to agency — the radical
capability of making and acting on personal life choices (Jacob
& Munuswamy, 2022; Robert, 2024). Following Kabeer

(1999), a key to empowerment is the challenge of linking
resources to agency and to achievements. This is an agency
within which we relate to micro-entrepreneurship

As a vehicle for accessibility to financial capital and self-
efficacy, especially for marginalised women, this can be a tool
to challenge existing gender hierarchies (Basargekar, 2009).
Additionally, microfinance institutions and Self-Help Groups
(SHGs) are key players in this process. They provide women
with access to credit, savings, insurance, and entrepreneurship
training, enabling them to overcome capital constraints and
increase their decision-making abilities within the household
and within their communities (Ingale, 2024; Pandhare et al.,
2024). Such multifaceted empowerment not only increases
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economic independence but also leads to larger social change
by increasing women's freedom, movement and presence in
public life.

Therefore, in a developing context like India—where women
face issues in education, health, and reproductive autonomy—
micro-entrepreneurship  becomes a  tool for social
transformation. It links economic participation with social
empowerment, provides better life-choice ranges for women
and provides a basis of equitable and inclusive growth.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Microfinance, Self-Employment, and
Empowerment:

Evidence has been mounting that self-employment and micro-
entrepreneurship have become important pathways to women’s
empowerment, particularly where gendered social norms and
economic structures inhibit their involvement in the formal
labour market. 3. Academic research emphasises that self-
employment brings personal and professional freedom as it
allows for financial independence, freedom from patriarchal
domination and poverty, and emancipation from workplace
harassment (Giirsoy, 2023). Such freeing results are often
further magnified via microfinance, which sparks the
empowerment of women by continuously raising their social
and financial capacities, facilitating their emancipation from
reliance to independence (Khursheed, 2022; Ingale, 2024;
Asongu, 2023).

Women’s

Whether through a combination of loans and non-financial
services, microfinance programs offer this vital access to capital
and empowering support, enabling women to sustainably gain a
foundation of economic independence and flexibility and
addressing structural barriers like insufficient capital, inability
to provide collateral, or limited market access (Ingale, 2024).
Women also enjoy increased economic voice in the household
and greater control over resources by participating in micro-
enterprises (Pandhare et al., 2024). This sense of agency often
results in real changes in their health, education, and general
well-being at the household and even community level (Jacob
& Munuswamy, 2022). Hence, microfinance became crucial in
fighting poverty, turning women away from welfare recipients
towards acting as empowered agents of change to the household
and community (Khursheed, 2022).

Recognizing the multifaceted nature of poverty, microfinance
institutions (MFIs) have shifted from the traditional window of
credit delivery to skill development, entrepreneurship training
and social capital formation (Chen et al., 2025) These
interventions boost the abilities of women towards making
better decisions, administer businesses competently, and
address changing market forces (Ingale, 2024) This multi-
faceted assistance reinforces individual businesses and the
community social network, by involving women in the larger
economic ecosystem. This is important because it increases the
bargaining power of women, contributes to their involvement in
household and collective decision-making and promotes their
social and psychological empowerment (Wondimu et al., 2023).

Micro-Entrepreneurship: Scope and Significance:
Micro-entrepreneurship is the practice of originating and
running a low-scale business venture at the micro level, self-
owned, with low capital and market scope (Miled, 2022). Often,
these enterprises are situated within the informal sector and are
important livelihoods, particularly for women in rural or
marginalised communities. Micro-enterprises are indeed small,
but they have the outsized role of driving inclusive growth, as
they provide essential goods and services, innovate, and
reinforce local resilience (Purnamawati & Yuniarta, 2020).

In particular, women micro-entrepreneurs have become key
players in sustainable development, filling local supply chain
voids and providing context-based solutions (Tumba et al.,
2022; Gano- an, 2020). But they are conceivably encountered
with structural problems like limited access to finance, lack of
training and market knowledge (Ingale 2024). Meeting these
obstacles has risen to a policy paradigm on its own as the
impact of empowering women micro-entrepreneurs is directly
correlated with reducing poverty, diversification of the
economy and empowerment of the community (Christodoulou
et al., 2024; Knox et al., 2025).

Women’s Empowerment:
Multidimensional Understanding:
Women’s empowerment is an attractive complex development
with multiple components, including not only economic
participation but also social, psychological, familial, and
political aspects (Robert, 2024). It is empowering women to
improve their ability to make strategic life choices, gain control
over resources, and have a voice and agency in both personal
and structural contexts (Mubeen et al., 2022). Therefore,
empowerment is a process — it is the possibility of changing the
parameters in which one lives, making differences not only in
one's life but also in the lives of many around.

This understanding resonates strongly with Sustainable
Development Goal 5 of the United Nations, which recognises
gender equality and women's empowerment as key factors to
sustainable development (Ogbari et al 2024). Thus, contributing
to a broader paradigm in which micro- entrepreneurship
functions as an operative and catalytic channel of empowerment
that generates economic, social, and political empowerment
(Jacob & Munuswamy, 2022).

Conceptual and

The Capability Approach: Theoretical Foundation:

Amartya Sen provides a particularly powerful lens for
understanding empowerment and development with his
Capability Approach. It focuses on what people can do and can
be — their “capabilities” — as opposed to what they have
(Nath & Das, 2024; Bahuguna, 2020). Such a lens focuses less
on the economic inputs but rather on the real freedoms that they
have to live lives that they value. On this conception of
empowerment, it is about expanding women’s capability sets or
the set of combinations of functioning that women can choose
from—the various valuable sets of functioning they can
attain—through access to resources, social structure, and
agency (Robert, 2024; Schmidt et al., 2021).
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The Difference between Access to Resources and a Capability
Approach. The framework then highlights the conversion
factors —personal, social and environmental — that determine
whether women can translate microfinance and enterprise
opportunities into better well-being (Mummidi, 2020; Wall et
al., 2019).

Micro-
Entrepren
eurship

Life-
choice
Contours

Agency
and
Decision
Making

Economic
Empower
ment

Social
Empower
ment

Micro-Entrepreneurship and Empowerment: Empirical
Insights:

Research has consistently found that micro-entrepreneurship
increases women’s economic independence, self-esteem, and
social status (Knox et al., in press). The ventures supported by
microfinance encourage women to be financially independent
and improve their managerial skills, which eventually leads to
their decision-making power vis-a-vis their households and
higher involvement in the community level (Miled 2022;
Pandhare et al. 2024). Additionally, entrepreneurial
participation that is facilitated by financial inclusion programs
(as cited in Gano-an, 2020) helps individuals to be less
susceptible to abandonment and exploitation, stronger
ownership over assets and greater resilience to economic
shocks. Women who own businesses reinvest their profits into
family health and education, providing cumulative effects that
can reverberate across future generations and build social
progress (Khursheed, 2022; Ingale, 2024). These results
highlight that micro-entrepreneurship enables empowerment
that encompasses not just economic empowerment, but also
social recognition, psychological confidence, and expanded
agency—the three key dimensions of the Capability Approach.

Gaps in the Literature

While there is much to support the capacity of micro-
entrepreneurship to provide empowerment, there are a variety
of gaps. To begin with, scarce studies connect the diverse
aspects of empowerment, as conceptualised in the Capability
Approach, and few have examined the process through which

resources can be converted to capabilities and desired
functionings (Robert, 2024). Second, the mediating role of
access to credit, financial literacy, and skill development on
empowerment outcomes is understudied (Andriamahery &
Qamruzzaman, 2022).

Third, there has been little focus on the conversion mechanisms
that allow women to use economic, social, and human capital to
increase life options (Knox et al., 2025). Additionally, most of
the published studies assess short-term outcomes and do not
take into account whether the empowerment gained through
micro-entrepreneurship is able to be sustained over the longer-
term (Pandhare et al., 2024).

The last dimension is the relational, and this dimension, which
also concerns how women’s agency changes in relation to
household and community structures, needs more in-depth
qualitative research (Toumi et al., 2023). Filling these gaps
requires research that centers womenicro- entrepreneurs and
their experiences, to show how micro-entrepreneurship
respectively transforms their life choices and enhances their
agency.

Synthesis and Theoretical Integration

By combining the Capability Approach with micro-
entrepreneurship ~ scholarship, we can  conceptualise
empowerment as an evolving process through which the
freedoms of individuals grow. Microfinance and other
employment creation approaches like entrepreneurship become
conversion practices — converting economic resources into
true opportunities for women to achieve cherished functionings
such as independence, mobility, education, and social
recognition (Khursheed, 2022).

This synthesis sees empowerment not as an issue of income
growth, but life growth, a move from

constraint to capability, from survival to choice (Wilcher,
2006). In doing so, it locates women’s micro-entrepreneurship
into a wider development discourse that sees agency, dignity,
and well- being as ends in themselves rather than means to an
end.

3. METHODOLOGY

1. Research Design

The paper uses a mixed-method approach that merges
quantitative survey data with qualitative data through field
observations to examine the relationship between micro-
entrepreneurship, women's empowerment and a transformation
of the contours of their life-choices. A structured Likert-scale
questionnaire was used to collect the quantitative data, while
accompanying qualitative inputs were collected from informal
discussions and researcher observations. Such an integrative
design connects to Amartya Sen's' Capability Approach'
whereby the conference of measurement and lived experience
are part of both.

2. Study Area and Population

The field work was done in Prayagraj district, Uttar Pradesh, an
area that is experiencing increasing participation of women in
self-employment at a small-scale level. The participants of this
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study are women micro-entrepreneurs in tailoring, food
processing, handicraft, vegetable stalls, and boutiques.

3. Sampling and Data Collection

An exploratory research design was used, and a purposive
sampling technique was used to draw a sample of 20 active
women entrepreneurs who had been running their businesses
for at least one year. The primary data were collected with a
questionnaire that contained closed-ended questions based on a
five-point Likert scale:

1 = Strongly Disagree | 2 = Disagree | 3 = Neither Agree nor
Disagree | 4 = Agree | 5 = Strongly Agree

Ten empowerment indicators were included in the
questionnaire, such as improvement in their income, who makes

decisions, family opposition, financial independence, social
position, confidence, community participation, investments in
education, microfinance support and quality of life. For data
analysis, responses were logged into Microsoft Excel.

4. DATA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES

Empowerment dimensions for quantitative data were analysed
using descriptive statistics—mean and standard deviation.
Empowerment Index for the respondents was calculated as the
mean of their Likert-scale scores. Women micro-entrepreneurs
in terms of empowerment scored an overall average of 3.9
across respondents, suggesting a moderately high perception of
empowerment.

Table 2: Average Empowerment Score across Respondents

Indicator Mean Score Interpretation
Micro-entrepreneurship as a catalyst for raising household income 4.7 Very High
Improved decision-making power in the family 3.9 High
Socio-cultural resistance 43 Very High
Financial autonomy 3.2 Low
Better social perception 3.9 High
Improved Confidence level while interacting with financial institutions 3.5 Moderate
Community network and participation 34 Moderate
The capability to invest in children’s education 4.1 High
Credit access for business growth 3.6 Moderate
Enlargement of life-choice contours 4.5 Very High
The top-scoring dimension was household income enhancement e Most Robust Effects: Family income, educational

(Mean = 4.7), and the lowest-scoring dimension was financial
autonomy (Mean = 3.2). It shows that the economic benefits are
really easier to see than the autonomy over what we do with our
money.

5. DISCUSSION

Results show that micro-entrepreneurship is a major source of
economic empowerment as women are able to earn stable
incomes to support households. But within each dimension,
empowerment is not equally prevalent.

The report found that women enjoyed more respect, freedom of
movement, and social recognition, but also stated that
patriarchal conformism and partial financial autonomy still
hindered full empowerment. A lot of participants answered that,
though they were primary earners, making them dependent on
men in the family for financial decisions.

The qualitative perspective also mentioned that women felt
greater levels of confidence, better social networks and identity
through entrepreneurship. However, there are still systemic
issues that have created enduring barriers, including constraints
from mobility, credit and lack of digital literacy.

6. Findings Summary
e  Average Empowerment Index: 3.68 (Moderate to High)

attainment, well-being

e Least Effectively Funded: Financially Self-Sufficient from
Outside Support, Community level

e Maturing Trend: From reliance to semi-autonomy —
mirrors the transition from restriction to ability.

7. Future Prospects

Future studies should utilise a larger sample and include follow-
up measures of empowerment over time. More suitable, some
comparative wise uranus comparison between the districts, or
some of the figures you state. Including digital entrepreneurship
and financial literacy trainings can further paves way for
empowerment.

8. Policy Recommendations

e Strengthen Financial Literacy: Financial literacy is
imperative  for ~women entrepreneurs; therefore,
government and NGOs should come together to provide
structured financial management training.

e Widen Reach of Credit: Ease microfinance processes and
broaden collateral-free loans under NRLM and PMEGP

e Fostering Digitalisation: Facilitate the adoption of digital
payment and e-marketing training for rural women
entrepreneurs
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e Twelfth Plan Main Document 174 Integrate Gender doi:10.1186/s43093-022-00172-2
Sensitisation: To overcome resistance from male members 14. Knox S, Gok A, Aydogdu E, Carter S, Levie J, Shaw E.
of the family, awareness programmes need to be conducted Empowering women’s entrepreneurship: An evidence
to avoid household-level resistance. synthesis of policy and practice in developing countries.

Entrep Reg Dev. 2025;37(1):1-27.
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