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PREFACE 

 
A major limitation confronting the worldwide development discourse since its inception is the 

absence of women’s narratives and contributions as well as a pervasive male bias in the framing 

of development policy and practice. Gender relations involve a complex dynamic of power, 

especially between men and women. The differential impact of development policy on men 

and women has hitherto been neglected, thereby undercutting the chances of success for these 

policies. What is thus required is a broader notion of a more gender-inclusive development, 

which, rather than invisibilizing gender, takes it into account actively, and attends to the voices 

at the margins. The outcome of such an attempt to bring these marginalized voices to the 

forefront was this study of a unique livelihood mission being implemented in the state of 

Kerala, i.e. the Kudumbashree Mission.  

Kudumbashree is a one-of-a-kind state poverty eradication and women empowerment mission 

which takes women as active agents in the development process. Rather than taking a trickle 

down approach or a mere role of redistribution, it seeks to empower women through livelihood 

and employment activities. Borrowing from Naila Kabeer’s well-known theory of the 

“economic pathways to women’s empowerment” (2011), this study is an attempt to examine 

how entrepreneurial activities under micro-enterprises have helped in the empowerment of 

women associated with Kudumbashree and the impact it has had on their self-identity and life 

outcomes. The aim is also to examine how the particular Kudumbashree state mission was 

conceptualized, implemented and how it has evolved in its functioning since its inception.  
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

Kudumbashree was set up first in 1997 by the State Poverty Eradication Mission (SPEM) of 

the Government of Kerala. This was done following experiments done on a trial basis in 

Alappuzha Municipality and Malappuram in the late 1980’s and early 1990s. The term 

“Kudumbashree” implies “prosperity of the family” in Malayalam and is a unique development 

scheme that works on a three- tier structure rooted in a community network and framework. At 

the primary level are “Neighbourhood Groups” or NHGs, followed by “Area Development 

Societies” (ADS) at the ward level and “Community Development Societies” (CDS) at the 

local government level. Kudumbashree membership is open to all women, limited to 

membership of one woman per family. There are several benefits that family members of the 

Kudumbashree members can avail through their membership.  

The primary aim of Kudumbashree is the eradication of poverty and empowerment of women 

through various livelihood activities. These include capacity building through micro-

entrepreneurial activities, gender sensitization, micro finance and thrift activities, convergence 

with local government bodies and other forms of private-public partnership (PPP).  

The mission statement of Kudumbashree is -  

“To eradicate absolute poverty in ten years through concerted community action under the 

leadership of local governments, by facilitating organisation of poor for combining self-help 

with demand-led convergence of available services and resources to tackle the multiple 

dimensions and manifestations of poverty holistically”. 

As per the Mission, the structure consists of the State Mission and 14 District Missions. The 

State Mission is structured into three divisions – Systems Support, Organisation and Social 

Development, and Livelihood Development. District Mission Coordinators head the District 

Missions; there are Assistant Mission Coordinators under them looking after different thematic 

areas. 

Furthermore, the Mission has different types of community support structures for various 

programmes – such as the Resource Persons (RPs), Training Groups, 

Micro Enterprise Consultants (MEC), Café Management Team, Kudumbashree Accounts and 

Audit Service Society (KAASS) etc.1 

                                                             
1 http://www.kudumbashree.org/pages/171 retrieved on 20 May 2019 
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Having outlined the major aim and functioning of Kudumbashree, the following paragraphs 

will highlight the aims of this particular study.  

Now, there is no denying that economic empowerment is a major avenue through which 

women’s life outcomes can be improved. In this context, this study seeks to examine the role 

that entrepreneurship by means of micro-enterprises can play for increasing the empowerment 

of women. Can micro-enterprises serve as an avenue for the economic empowerment of 

women? If yes, how? 

This question was sought to be answered by means of an in-depth study of 11 micro-enterprises 

operating in the Ernakulam district under Kudumbashree. The areas analysed were the nature 

of business, financing and thrift activities, procurement of raw materials, initial capital and 

investment, credit and loans, earnings, inspection and monitoring, profits and challenges as 

well as sociological indicators such as sense of identity, work satisfaction, aspirations for social 

mobility etc. Moreover, in-depth personal interviews were also conducted with the Assistant 

District Coordinators and District Programme Manager of Micro-enterprises, in order to 

examine the functioning of Kudumbashree as a development scheme at the district level.  

In the simplest of terms, micro-enterprises refer to businesses operating at a very small scale, 

usually employing less than 10 people and often supported by micro-credit. Through an 

interview conducted with the District Programme Manager for Micro-enterprises Mr Manjeesh 

V M, the following was found regarding the working of micro-enterprises under 

Kudumbashree.  

There are two types of micro-enterprises (ME) here – the RME  - Rural microenterprises and 

Yuvashree. In the first, any woman can start a micro-enterprise and in Yuvashree, any male 

member of a Kudumbashree member’s family can also start a micro-enterprise. Again, there 

are two types of micro-enterprises – individual units run by individual members and group 

units having 3 to 10 members. There are approximately 4000 micro enterprises in Ernakulam 

District. With regard to functioning, there is first a pre-general orientation training, giving 

information on what a micro-enterprise is, how it runs, how to make it profitable etc. Now, if 

50 persons are attending that meeting, 10 or 12 come forward with the interest of starting a 

micro-enterprise. Soon after, there is a more advanced general orientation training. In this, more 

information on ME are provided, the financial assistance and marketing assistance etc. This 

helps in filtering the interested people and segregating them into groups based on their needs.  
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Following this, specific skill training is given and those attending are given a certificate. Next, 

these members will start the ME with capital either from their own thrift fund or with loans. 

They are given financial subsidies from Kudumbashree. After 6 months of starting the ME, 

Kudumbashree provides the revolving fund for more assistance – often approximately 10,000 

rupees for individual units and 40,000 rupees for group units. Then there is the technology 

fund, technology upgradation fund, start-up fund etc. Many people who do not get loans easily 

like transgenders or the elderly they are given support through start-up funds. In the marketing 

stage, there is the nano-market i.e. procuring shelves in shops and paying rent for it. Then again, 

there is an online market now as well as a monthly market etc. Then there are services like 

beauty parlour, health clubs, health professionals checking blood sugar levels, etc, the Harsham 

Project for geriatric help, helping paralyzed persons etc.  

The rationale behind taking micro-enterprises as the unit of analysis in this study was because 

it constitutes one of the core activities of the overall Kudumbashree project, as well as the fact 

that it seeks to pull women out of the victim narrative and views them as agents. It helps build 

the capacities of women in a way that is sustainable and gives them a sense of ownership over 

the means of production. It is through their own thrift and credit activities that these women set 

up their micro-enterprises and through which they learn the ways of running businesses and 

earning their livelihoods on their own terms. While most enterprises here have been largely 

successful, this is not to say that there are no challenges. Indeed, many micro-enterprises do 

not fare as well, but as experience has shown, the support received from Kudumbashree has 

helped them to tide over the various crises.  

The following sections of the report will demonstrate the workings of these various enterprises 

and their impact on the lives of those women running it, as well as the challenges faced and 

way ahead.  
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METHODOLOGY 

The methodology adopted for this study was semi-structured personal interviews with 

members of Kudumbashree at 10 microenterprises in the Ernakulam district. The primary data 

was collected from workers at the micro-enterprises (22 personal interviews and 1 Focused 

Group Discussion with a five-member group) as well as from officials at the Ernakulam 

Kudumbashree District Office situated at Kakkanad, Ernakulam (3 in total). This study has 

used the semi-structured interview method in order to best capture the richness of the diverse 

groups. This method has the best potential to absorb and reflect the context and diversity of the 

respondents. Furthermore, it has enough flexibility to capture indices such as empowerment, 

self-identity and satisfaction which cannot be measured by rigid close-ended questions.  

The type of sampling chosen was purposive sampling wherein only those respondents were 

selected who were relevant to the study i.e. the workers at the micro-enterprises as well as 

Kudumbashree officials working on micro-enterprises in particular. The 10 micro-enterprises 

were selected on the basis of the nature of their work and innovativeness. This was selected by 

the researcher herself.  

The enterprises chosen were –  

1. Ruchi Catering Unit (Production) 

2. Kochi Metro (Services) 

3. Keralasree (Services) 

4. Railway Parking and AC waiting hall (Services) 

5. Hasthakala, (Production) 

6. Pinesree Kiosk (Services) 

7. Slim’n’Trim Ladies Health Club (Services) 

8. Amruthum Nutrimix Unit (Production)  

9. Artificial Insemination Unit (Services) 

10. Kudumbashree Women Construction Team (Services) 

Interviews of the following Kudumbashree Staff was also undertaken –  

1. Ms Rajeena T M, Assistant District Mission Co-ordinator (ME &Marketing) 

2. Mr Manjeesh V M, District Programme Manager (Micro-Enterprises) 

3. Mr Arun P R, District Programme Manager (Marketing) 
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FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

 

1. Demographic Profile of Respondents  

In any social research, it is imperative to take into account the demographic as well as social 

and economic backgrounds of the respondents. Patterns derived on these indicators must be 

taken under consideration so as to make better and more informed policy decisions. 

 

1.1 Age Composition of Respondents 

 

 

Majority of the micro-entrepreneurs lie in the age group of 35-50, followed by those above 50 

and between 25-35 years of age. Thus, there is a largely young to middle-aged cohort of micro-

entrepreneurs in most set-ups.  

 

 

 

 

19%

59%

22%

Age Composition

18-25 25-35 35-50 Above 50
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1.2 Caste Composition of Respondents 

With regard to caste, majority of the micro-entrepreneurs belong to non-Hindu social groups, 

and are mostly Christians. This is followed by members belonging to the OBC category.  

 

1.3 Religious Composition of Respondents 

 

 

As mentioned earlier, majority of the respondents are Christians, followed by those belonging 

to Hindu and Muslim faith.  

11%

26%

52%

11%

Caste Composition

SC ST OBC Non-Hindu General

37%

15%

48%

Religious Composition 

Hindu Muslim Christian Others
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1.4 Level of Education 

 

41% of the respondents have attained a level of education from primary to secondary schooling. 

This is followed by those who have studied till class XII or obtained pre-degree. While there 

are a significant number of graduates in subjects like economics, engineering, computer 

science, there are few postgraduates. 

1.5 Previous occupation (Before the respective Kudumbashree micro-enterprise) 

 

41%

30%

22%

7%

Level of Education

Illiterate Class I to Class X Class XII, SLC, Pre-Degree Graduate, Diploma Postgraduate

41%

15%

33%

11%

Previous Occupation

Homemaker Home-based Business, service Private Sector jobs Odd jobs
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Prior to starting a micro-enterprise under Kudumbashree, 41% of respondents were 

homemakers, followed by those in private sector jobs in various capacities – receptionist, 

salespersons, engineers with private companies, teachers with private tuition centres etc. Few 

respondents also had their own small-scale businesses based in the home such as tailoring. 

Others were engaged in odd jobs such as loading and unloading of trucks, hawking, selling 

vegetables etc.  

1.6 Introduction to Kudumbashree 

 

In majority of the cases, the respondents were introduced to Kudumbashree through news about 

its General Orientation Trainings from the Panchayat. Then again, others were encouraged to 

take part in these trainings and were inspired by other Kudumbashree members. Several micro-

entrepreneurs interviewed had family members who were already Kudumbashree members.  

 

 

 

 

 

37%

19%

30%

7%

7%

Introduction to Kudumbashree

Panchayat Kudumbashree associated family member

Encouraged by other Kudumbashree members Newspapers, media

Joined since inception
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2. Statistics related to selected micro-enterprise 

          2.1 Initial Capital Investment  

 

For most micro-enterprises, an initial capital investment of 7 to 10 lakhs was sourced through 

loans, followed by those who made an investment of 16-20 lakhs for setting up the enterprise. 

Those who did not take loans funded themselves either with their own savings, or were part of 

a collaboration project with Panchayats or with institutions such as the IRCTC or Kochi Metro 

Rail Corporation etc. which was not a micro-enterprise in that conventional sense. 

           2.2 Salary or earnings from Micro-enterprise 

 

 

21%

14%

36%

4%

25%

Initial Capital Investment

1-3 Lakhs 4-6 Lakhs 7-10 Lakhs 11-15 Lakhs

16-20 Lakhs Above 20 Lakhs Not Taken Loans

11%

37%45%

7%

Salary or Earnings

Below 5000 INR 5000 to 10,000 INR 10,000 - 15,000 INR

16,000- 20,000 INR Above 20,000 INR
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Workers at the Kudumbashree micro-enterprises earned around 16- 20,000 INR in most cases. 

This is followed by those who earn 10,000-15,000 INR per month. In comparison to most 

private sector and odd jobs, these earnings can be viewed rather positively. In many cases, 

however, especially in food and production-related enterprises like catering units, pinesree 

kiosk, nutrimix etc., the earnings also largely depend on the demand and footfall.  

 

         2.3 Number of workers employed in micro-enterprise 

In most enterprises, the number of members employed ranged between 2 to 6 members or more 

than 10 members depending on the nature of the micro-enterprise. There were also 2 

individually run micro-enterprises – Hasthakala and Slim’n’Trim Health Club. 

 

 

 

2.4 Work Timings  

Many of the micro-enterprises require work that needs to be performed for more than 12 hours. 

These are undertaken mostly on shift basis, especially in the case of railway paring and AC 

waiting hall, Keralsree, Kochi Metro etc. All other micro-enterprises had an 8 to 10 hours shift.  

 

4%

33%

30%

33%

Number of Workers Employed

Single- run enterprise 2 to 6 Members 6-10 Members More than 10 Members
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3. Thematic Patterns and findings 

3.1 Reasons for starting micro-enterprise  

From the study, some of the major reasons why the respondents chose to start a micro-

enterprise was because of the training they received in General Orientation Training. More than 

merely offering a better salary or earning than in their previous occupations, this training helped 

build their capacities and sparked their interest in running a business of their own. Many 

respondents met their fellow business partners in the training itself.  

Then again, on a deeper level, receiving the training and entering this job through 

Kudumbashree helped them gain a sense of identity. Furthermore, many respondents reported 

that they felt a greater sense of purpose in working under a Mission like Kudumbashree which 

helps the marginalized to a great extent by building their capacities and empowering them in 

many ways.  

“I decided to join Kudumbashree because of the sense of purpose it gives me, a recognition 

that I am doing something fruitful for the society. It gives me an opportunity to earn as well, 

however that is not my primary motive.” 

-Akhila, Group Leader at a Kudumbashree Micro-entreprise2 

                                                             
2 Names have been changed for confidentiality 

33%

67%

Work Timings

Shift basis 8-10 hours 10-12 hours
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Moreover, a major reason why running these micro-enterprises has led to greater job 

satisfaction is because it gives the workers a sense of ownership over their enterprise and 

labour. They build their micro-enterprise with their own funds and have a greater say in its 

working, which is positively associated with greater levels of job satisfaction.  

“There is immense job satisfaction in working with Kudumbashree. Not only are we getting 

the flexibility and freedom to run our enterprises the way we wish, but we also get the 

opportunity to guide and counsel those who may not have had very good opportunities in life. 

Kudumbashree has built the capacity of many women who never would have imagined working 

outside the home.” 

- Savithri, Manager at a Kudumbashree Micro-entreprise 

Another reason why most respondents felt it profitable and beneficial to work in a micro-

enterprise, be it individual or group, was because of the extensive support received from 

Kudumbashree.  

 

3.2 Advantages to starting a micro-enterprise under Kudumbashree 

There are indeed a number of benefits in starting a micro-enterprise with Kudumbashree as 

posited by the study’s findings. Firstly, banks are more willing to give out loans to those 

enterprises associated with Kudumbashree, since they have greater credibility. Moreover, 

Kudumbashree itself gives more financial support through loan subsidies and other kinds of 

funds. This backing by the Mission gives a sense of security to these workers and minimizes 

the risk to a great extent, compared to what it would have been had the enterprise been set up 

independently.  

Another phenomenon at play here is the brand value that has come to be attached to 

Kudumbashree in recent years. While it is true that there was initially a negative image of 

Kudumbashree’s works being limited to waste collection and allied activities, however, in 

recent years, Kudumbashree has entered all possible avenues and this visibility, efficient 

service delivery and support of a social cause has led to a greater faith and trust of the public 

in Kudumbashree and its enterprises. People expect Kudumbashree’s products and services to 

be of a certain quality. The success of the same has encouraged many others to join 

Kudumbashree and set up their own enterprises.  

“The biggest benefit or advantage is that there is a certain level of standard and brand value 

to Kudumbashree. It increases people’s trust and confidence. They know that all work will be 
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done well.  The quality of the product is also assured. Moreover, it is much easier for us to take 

loans since we portray more credibility through this association. We also receive help during 

crisis.” 

- Ruchi, a micro-entrepreneur under Kudumbashree 

This has also ensured that they receive more support from their families as well. The fear of 

unsafe working conditions etc has been reduced.  

3.3 Empowerment and self-identity 

In majority of the cases, respondents have reported extensive positive changes in their life since 

their association with Kudumbashree. It has given them as source of income which is one of 

the biggest factors for their sense of empowerment. It has enabled many to educate their 

children as well as get them married in a good fashion. Furthermore, it has had not only 

economic effects but also social and political effects. Many of the respondents who now are 

leaders of their respective micro-enterprises were presidents of their CDS and are very much 

politically aware. They have also reported a rise in their level of confidence and belief in their 

ability to take up work independently.  

“Everyone knows me and this micro-enterprise I have set up. I have an identity of my own now. 

I have gained a lot of self-confidence. I do not fear talking to people or voicing my opinions 

anymore.”  

- Nafisa, individual micro-entrepreneur 

“Feels good to be productive and have a job. I feel a sense of confidence.  Problems are still 

there, no doubt.  But regardless, one should always work. No scheme should give out money 

for free. Give people employment…that is the sure way to empower them.” 

-Lissie, Team head at a Kudumbashree micro-enterprise 
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70% of the respondents also reported that they would like to set up more such enterprises, even 

independently, in the future. This was largely due to reasons such as job satisfaction received 

from existing enterprise, creative ideas for setting up businesses, enthusiasm and motivation to 

run one’s own business etc.  

In the interview with Assistant District Coordinator (Micro-enterprises and Marketing) Ms 

Rajeena T M, she vouched for the enthusiasm and motivation to become entrepreneurs 

displayed by the Kudumbashree micro-entrepreneurs.  

“There is a lot of enthusiasm and potential among women for entrepreneurship. They have 

very innovative ideas and big dreams. I remember one of our Kudumbashree micro-

entrepreneur who aspired to take her catering business to the heights of five-star restaurants! 

There is indeed a lot of enthusiasm and belief in the minds of these women who aspire to 

become successful businesswomen in their own right. Micro-enterprises are serving as the 

avenue to achieve this. They are ambitious and aspiring women entrepreneurs who are 

learning through achievements as well as through mistakes.” 

- Ms Rajeena T M, Assistant District Mission Coordinator 

Kudumbashree, Ernakulam District Mission 

 

 

 

70%

30%

Willingness to start more micro-enterprises

Yes No
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3.4 Women-headed businesses – their potential in paving the way for empowerment  

With regard to the question of the women- centric focus of Kudumbashree, the main philosophy 

and rationale behind the Mission’s extensive support to women headed enterprises and other 

initiatives, officers at the District Mission reported that this is founded essentially on the idea 

that it is only through the medium of women that one can develop the country. Women orient 

much of their earnings towards the welfare of the family. If the woman of a family is 

empowered, this ensures the empowerment of her children and other family members as well.  

The respondents of the study also reported the strong belief that women have the potential and 

work harder and sincerely to ensure the success of their enterprise. They carry out their works 

efficiently be it in terms of repayment of loans etc. At the same time, this is not to say that they 

do not face problems due to the fact that they are women.  

Many respondents reported that when they initially started their micro-enterprises, they were 

undermined and asked to stay at home. Those who took up traditionally male dominated 

activities were also ridiculed and had to undergo several trials to change that perception, 

especially those related to railway parking, health clubs and construction. Moreover, women 

require much more support and encouragement from their families and have to carry the dual 

burden of being workers, as well as nurturers, given the social obligations embedded in the 

social role of being a woman. Furthermore, many respondents also reported that while they 

received full support from their families, there were times when their late shifts or lack of 

transport facilities at odd hours stood as major causes of worry. 

“My main aim behind taking up this work at the railway parking was to make sure it is a 

complete success. This is traditionally a male-headed domain…women do not really venture 

into this job. But I was determined to make it a success. Women can do any kind of work. We 

were not going to let these beliefs stop us. Our confidence comes from Kudumbashree, which 

always backs us.” 

- Shalini, Kudumbashree member at railway parking, Ernakulam South Station 

Then again, in many cases, it is the fact of being a woman that helped in the successful running 

of their businesses. Rather than seeking to live up to certain standards of running businesses, 

many respondents viewed being a woman as a strength and an advantage, in helping pave the 

way for their empowerment. There is thus a culminating of the public and the private sphere.  
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“Our thrift activities at home help us make use of it at the business. We know how to earmark 

funds and use it efficiently, since we do this at home with our limited savings as well. Moreover, 

men give up on their business as soon as there is loss. We hold on, make amends and try to get 

everything running again.” 

-Christina, a micro-entrepreneur at Kudumbashree 

3.5 Challenges and Limitations faced 

No business is without its unique set of problems and challenges. Some of the major challenges 

faced by women in their micro-enterprises was with regard to the loans. There is indeed a lot 

of support received in getting loans, however, this is deterred due to issues of red-tape and the 

long-time taken to receive the funds. Many of these micro-enterprises, such as the health club, 

nutrimix unit and catering units use sophisticated machinery, the cost of repair for which is 

rather expensive. Thus, a more timely provision of revolving funds and technology upgradation 

funds is required.  

More support is also required from Kudumbashree when it comes to newly set-up small-scale 

enterprises. The initial few months are crucial for the long-term success of the business. Since 

mistakes are made owing to a lack of exposure to running businesses, a little more support in 

terms of revolving funds and procurement of loans etc would be beneficial.  

On a personal level, many respondents reported the difficulties they have to face in work-life 

balance. Many of these entrepreneurs work very late night shifts and have problems concerning 

lack of conveyance availability, no proper rest etc. Furthermore, they also have had to deal 

with changes at the levels of popular perception. For example, construction work is 

traditionally a male-dominated domain. Hence, when the women construction team was formed 

there were several lash backs.  

“There were many people who were rather disrespectful towards us. Many other male 

contractors also view us and the growing popularity of our team as a threat. They spread 

rumours and create bad blood between us and the beneficiaries, swaying them in their favour, 

saying that our construction work will not be up to the mark. We have had to deal with all these 

problems.” 

- Maria, during a focused group discussion with Kudumbashree’s women construction 

team 
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Such competition with private companies working in the same field was observed in many 

cases. In the case of the Ruchi Catering Unit, several other similar catering units came up seeing 

the success of this particular unit. However, since they have the newer technologies and 

facilities like transportation, they are able to secure an edge over Ruchi Catering unit and has 

led to a few losses in that regard. Again, in the case of the artificial insemination unit, the 

Kudumbashree member and nurse interviewed reported several such instances where private 

animal control agencies spread rumours and circulated false news about animal cruelty at the 

hands of the new Kudumbashree Animal Birth Control unit.  

“There are a lot of private animal catching organizations which compete with us. They try to 

spread rumours and false news about our unit. I had to file an FIR in order to prove that no 

such cruelty is happening. Thankfully, not much damage was done.” 

- Rajini, veterninary nurse with Kudumbashree’s Artificial Insemination Unit 

Another major area of concern for these micro-entrepreneurs was the lack of social security 

benefits and pension. This is something that all respondents reported would be a great benefit 

for them if provided by Kudumbashree. Apart from the Kudumbashree employees at Kochi 

Metro who get PF deducted from their salaries, all other micro-enterprises are yet to get these 

benefits, which would provide greater job satisfaction and job security.  

Now, there are also several limitations and challenges faced by Kudumbashree as a Mission. 

Findings from interviews with Kudumbashree officers revealed that there is a need to 

strengthen the Area Development Societies a bit more as well as extending the reach of 

Kudumbashree to more and more people. Then again, there are also information leakages, 

whereby complete information is not reaching the people who need it the most. Hence, the 

channels of information communication has to be strengthened as well. Another major problem 

affecting the working of Kudumbashree, especially on the gram panchayats which work in 

close association with Kudumbashree, has been the various political pressures from political 

parties, which need to be carefully tackled.  

SUGGESTIONS 

Some of the major suggestions to Kudumbashree that were derived as a result of this study 

was, firstly, to increase its reach and publicity regarding the various trainings and policies 

launched. Furthermore, new micro-entrepreneurs must be encouraged to make full use of the 

brand value attached to Kudumbashree. Secondly, pension and other social security provisions 
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can be sought to be provided in order to increase job security of the members. As of now, it 

has been reported by Kudumabashree officials that all enterprises employing more than 10 

members and being run on a larger scale will be given benefits like PF from here onwards .  

Another suggestion is for Kudumbashree to speed up its provision of help during crisis and 

seek to counter issues of red tape which hinders the timely delivery of help during a crisis. A 

more prompt action on this front is something that was suggested by several respondents.  

Lastly, health hazard prevention, especially related to ventilation, lighting as well as fire drills 

can be provided at production units such as the Amruthum nutrimix unit to better enhance the 

working conditions at the unit.  
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CONCLUSION  

 

The state of Kerala is well-known for its remarkable trajectory of development, be it in terms 

of literacy, healthcare, infrastructure etc., all of which were achieved primarily through social 

demands (J. Devika and Thampi, 2011). One such programme that has been led by women has 

been the “Kudumbashree” project, a poverty eradication and empowerment programme started 

by the State Poverty Eradication Mission (SPEM) of the Kerala government. Women’s 

participation in the development process is fuelled by women managed micro-enterprises, 

provision of minimum healthcare facilities, construction of thrift and credit societies and the 

realization that development flourishes from a grassroots level approach. (Pat, 2005).  

 

The capacity-building and empowerment obtained by these women as a result of their 

association with Kudumbashree has been a way to increase not only economic capital but also 

social capital. (Neethi. P, 2014). Indeed, one of the biggest obstacles faced with regard to 

capacity building approaches for women, is to change the gender biased assumptions and 

notions held by policy-makers about what work is suitable for women, for there is indeed a 

social construction of gender at play. (IBID: P. 91) Kudumbashree has broken stereotypes with 

projects such as the railway parking and women construction team, which are traditionally 

male-dominated spheres.  

 

This study on women in entrepreneurship, taking the case of Kudumbashree  micro-enterprises, 

was attempted with the aim of examining the complex ways in which economic empowerment 

can help in the overall social and political empowerment and development of women and their 

life chances. In this theme concerning the sense of identification derived from work, it is useful 

to employ Naila Kabeer’s notion of the “economic pathways of women’s empowerment.” 

(2011). According to Kabeer, empowerment involves a multidimensional process of change. 

Being employed in paid work has positive consequences and creates a strong sense of 

empowerment for women not only in terms of the economic dimension, but also in terms of 

the social and the political. This is empowerment in a holistic sense which “touches on 

women’s sense of self-worth and social identity; their willingness and ability to question their 

subordinate status and identity; their capacity to exercise strategic control over their own lives 

and to renegotiate their relationships with others who matter to them; and their ability to 

participate on equal terms with men in reshaping the societies in which they live in ways that 
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contribute to a more just and democratic distribution of power and possibilities” (Kabeer 2008: 

27)  

Kabeer’s study shows that women with paid work demonstrated higher levels of empowerment 

as opposed to those who remained at home and in unpaid work. Paid work, thus serves as an 

“economic pathway” for empowerment. Her study is essentially a guideline for policy-makers, 

in the policies they must adopt to achieve the aim of the empowerment of women. 

 

The findings of this study have gone on to show the potential for women in the avenue of 

entrepreneurship. Not only are the micro-enterprises set up by them enjoying great success, but 

it has also contributed to their overall sense of confidence and identity. They have a sense of 

ownership over the means of production and earn much better than their previous occupations. 

More than anything, they have a greater say in the working of their enterprise as well as backing 

from Kudumbashree in times of crisis.  With regard to gender and development, Kudumbashree 

as a Mission can be seen as “gender-mainstreaming” the development discourse itself 

(Mitchell, 1996: P. 140). What this implies is that it brings the question of gender to the 

forefront within the process of development. There has hitherto been a tendency to neglect the 

differential impact that development policies have on men and women. Kudumbashree views 

women as active agents rather than passive beneficiaries of a development scheme.  

 

The growing visibility of Kudumbashree and the expansion of its activities to all areas 

imaginable can be seen as a great success. Most respondents reported being fully satisfied with 

the job they now have owing to Kudumbashree’s intervention. This is not to say that problems 

do not exist. However, just like any business, women at the Kudumbashree micro-enterprises 

are working through these risks, making mistakes but certainly learning from it as well.  

 

REFLECTIONS 

There is much I have learnt over the course of this internship, most of which has made a lasting 

impact on me. I have witnessed the extreme strength and resilience displayed by these women 

entrepreneurs, their enthusiasm and eagerness to learn and work as well as their impeccable 

work ethic and commitment to their enterprises. They realise that running a business is not 

without its risks, and though they make mistakes and face crises from time to time, they 

nevertheless power through. Kudumbashree as a Mission provides all support to these women, 

which have benefitted them greatly on several occasions. At the same time, the Mission 

recognizes its shortfalls and is seeking to improve itself and minimize all limitations.  
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I believe I too have changed after this internship, having learnt a lot from the field and the real-

life experiences of these women entrepreneurs. I hope to research and work more in this field 

and better highlight the complexities of gender and its place in the overall development 

discourse. I am thankful to Kudumbashree for giving me the opportunity to undertake this 

internship.  
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