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Need: 

The challenges faced by female entrepreneurs in India are significant, diverse and reflect system-wide gender 

discrimination.  

Women’s access to resources, particularly jobs in the formal economy, are limited due to cultural conditions that 

subordinate the role of women, Women, particularly those of poorer socioeconomic means, often lack macro-

technical skills developed in school or vocational training, due to family choice or societal hindrances. Not having 

specific skills can prevent many women from venturing into starting self-employed businesses. Yet, if a woman 

begins an individual entrepreneurial activity, the cultural gender dynamics in India may mean that she has to do a 

double shift of work and family while still not controlling or having the power to acquire new resources. Patriarchal 

sanctions can also indirectly foster employment barriers for women. A culturally embedded male dependency limits 

a woman’s agency and prevents her from pursuing economic opportunities and harnessing personal capabilities on 

her own will.  

Access to resources do not lead to automatic social change, when agency remains limited.  An important distinction 

needs to be made between increasing a woman’s social opportunities or choices and ensuring that a woman really is 

able to make her own choices. The process in utilizing one’s agency is equally as important as having agency. 

Alongside resources and agency, a third critical factor in women’s empowerment is achievements or outcomes. One 

challenge of measuring specific outcomes for women’s empowerment is that community power dynamics are always 

evolving. However, despite these challenges, women entrepreneurs in India have seen several successes, growing 

and increasing every year as more women are able to contest structures of subordination or subordination. Too 

often, entrepreneurial efforts by women have gone unnoticed, and their contributions have been underappreciated. 

Lack of recognition or attention, however, does not negate either the significant contribution women’s 

entrepreneurial efforts have had on wealth creation in economies such as India’s.  

Response: 

 

Key Message: In societies like India that are particularly 

patriarchal in nature, women face multifold challenges in 

employment and entrepreneurship. Family structures, 

social norms and cultural, gendered expectations act as 

obstacles to women’s agency and empowerment. This 

case study looks at the journey of Lijjat, a women’s 

cooperative, and how it enabled women at the grassroots, 

from vulnerable socio-economic backgrounds to become 

active agents in the process of their own empowerment. 
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Shri Mahila Griha Udyog Lijjat Papad, popularly known as Lijjat, is an Indian women’s cooperative involved in 

manufacturing various fast-moving consumer goods. Started in 1959, by seven Gujarati women in Mumbai with a 

seed capital of only Rs. 80, it had an annual turnover of more than Rs. 800 crore in 2018, providing employment to 

over 43,000 women across the country. Currently, Lijjat has branches in 17 Indian states including Andhra Pradesh, 

Bihar, Delhi, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Haryana, Rajasthan etc. covering the length and breadth of the country. Lijjat 

believes in the philosophy of collective ownership. It accepts all its working members as the owners, and equal 

partakers in both profit and loss. The members are co-owners and fondly referred to as “sisters”. Men can be 

salaried employees, but are not members of the organization. All decisions are made jointly, on the basis of 

consensus and any member sister has the right to veto a decision. In the early 1990s, Lijjat began exporting some 

products to countries and regions such as the United Kingdom, the United States, and the Middle East.  

The founding members of Lijjat took over a loss-making papad making venture and bought the necessary ingredients 

and the basic infrastructure required to make their signature product, papad, a popular savoury snack. On 15 March 

1959, they gathered on the terrace of their building and started with the production of 4 packets of papads. From 

the beginning, the women had decided that they would not approach anyone for donations or helps even if the 

organization incurred losses. Unlike many women’s cooperatives in India, Lijjat was founded without government 

support and has received limited government finances or involvement. Lijjat follows its own financial accountability 

principle. There is no method for running operations in the organization on credit basis. Because of Lijjat's main 

motive of generating self-employment for women, no machinery is used at the production level, and everything is 

done manually. Their main objective is not to compromise with quality and use of machinery also decreases the 

employment opportunities for women. Since its inception, Lijjat has provided self-employment opportunities to 

mostly poor urban women.  

Drivers of the Initiative: 

Lijjat was founded on the Gandhian Sarvodaya ideology of trusteeship, with its core principles of self-reliance, 

collective ownership, profit sharing, and cooperation. Embedded in Lijjat as an institution are a number of structural 

elements that appear to enhance women’s position and power within the context of Indian society. 

Objectives: 

Lijjat’s objective is to provide decent and dignified employment and livelihood opportunities for women workers. 

The organization is said to be that of the women, for the women and by the women.  

Key Stakeholders: 

On March 1959, seven semi-literate women residents of an old building in Mumbai founded a home-based venture 

producing papad with a meagre start-up capital. The finished product was sold locally, and its quality attracted 

customer demand. Production was gradually increased by expanding the group’s membership. Today, the 

organization has its Central Office in Mumbai and 81 branches and 27 divisions in different states all over India. 

Membership has expanded from 7 sisters to over 43,000 sisters throughout the country, equal stakeholders in the 

organisation. The day-to-day functioning of Lijjat is managed by a committee of 27 members across different states 

and branches.  

The Process: 

While many cooperative models in India have relied on the direct involvement of the government or have operated 

as a non-profit, a few cooperatives have chosen to operate under a different business model that of a for-profit 

social entrepreneurial venture (SEV). SEVs are organizations that attempt to have both an economic 

(profitable/growth) goal and a social impact goal. Lijjat, has been established as a for-profit business that defines its 

mission as being both social and economic. Lijjat manufactures several products including bakery products, 

detergent powder and liquids, spices, flour alongside its famous 14 varieties of papads. It has several divisions 
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including those responsible for quality control, advertising, printing and communication alongside its product 

manufacturing units.  

Every day, Lijjat sisters in all states are picked up by the Company bus from their homes to the branch centre 

(ensuring safe and accessible mobility). Women have the flexibility of working from their homes, and as per their 

flexibility. Once at the centre, the sisters deposit their products where a quality check is performed for approval. The 

deposit slip provided at this stage is shown at a payment window from there women get their daily wages. At the 

final stage, the collection window, women collect more kneaded dough for the next day’s work and are then 

dropped back to their homes.  

The company ensures a standardization of its products, irrespective of the production site. Raw material 

procurement is also uniform so the same material is distributed to the sister-employees across its operations. 

Business expansion takes place because of stringent sourcing policies and whenever expansion occurs, more Lijjat 

sisters are brought on board as opposed to machinery. The success of the organization is strongly founded upon a 

strong vision to empower women and encourage self-reliance. However, the business aspects have not suffered. 

They have a sound foundation of accounts, finance and profit-sharing. From the beginning, tremendous attention 

and innovation has occurred in sales, branding, promotions and marketing. Goods are never given on credit to 

distributors and strong finances have enabled Lijjat sisters to never take supplies on credit either. Lijjat’s managing 

committee conducts weekly and monthly review meetings – branch wise, department wise, division wise and 

product wise.  

Innovative Features: 

Since production is so vastly decentralised, Lijjat has developed an extensive quality control system whereby one 

member of a quality team (established at every branch and division) visits the home of Lijjat sisters to ensure they 

are using all the quality parameters while making products. Visual inspection by the more experienced women 

members ensure product quality and mentoring of new members at the branches itself. This production process 

innovation is quite significant, as it has enhanced the production capacity without incurring substantial investments 

in production facilities. For the women members, it provides flexibility, as it enabled them to discharge their familial 

responsibilities while working from home. This meant that their endeavours were more likely to be supported and 
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encouraged by their families. Yet, as study findings demonstrate, the women’s increased agency assured that they 

were not just doubling up their load of work and family.  

Even as Lijjat does not accept any charitable donations, on several occasions it has used its own funds and network 

for social service activities such as distributing nutritious food for poor children, donating money for conducting 

community marriage, instituting prize-money for spread of primary education, undertaking blood donation drive, 

organising health camps, plantation drives and even making donations to Government bodies. For instance, after the 

2001 Gujarat earthquake, all the branches of Lijjat gave a total donation of more than Rs 4.8 million, including Rs 1 

million from the central office. Also, Lijjat built forty houses for the rehabilitation of the people of Bhujpur in Kutch 

District.  

Additionally, the organization has organizes various programmes to promote literacy and computer education for 

member-sisters and their families. Courses in typing, cooking, sewing, knitting and toy making as well as other 

courses like child welfare, first aid and hygiene are taught in several branches.  

Overcoming Barriers: 

In 1979, the institution began leveraging its popular brand “Lijjat” to produce bakery goods and other products. 

Some of these diversifications were unsuccessful, such as the making of cottage leather, matches, and incense sticks. 

However, the institution was quick to respond by shutting down the ventures that were not economically viable 

using its entrepreneurial zeal to instead manufacture other products such as soaps and detergents which saw more 

success. Similarly, difficulties in opening new branches with quality management and products was overcome by a 

systematic branch expansion model whereby a few experienced women members relocated to a new branch for a 

couple of months at a time, taking turns to train the newly recruited (local) sister members. Eventually, the branches 

eventually developed into semi-autonomous units. 

Lijjat has also been an exemplary model in overcoming traditional barriers to women’s livelihood. Many poor Indian 

women face restrictions in accessing formal employment due to lack of technical skills, societal norms or family 

prohibitions. They are left with limited options of self-employment or not working at all. The Lijjat business model, 

conversely, provides their members with a means to structured employment in a formal entity while being able to 

work from home and gain access to greater income through profit sharing. 

Economic Benefits: 

Besides the daily wages, Lijjat sisters are provided enhanced income security from their share in profit. As collective 

owners, each sister member gets an equal share of profits and losses, regardless of her work, seniority, or 

responsibility. The likelihood of receiving financial rewards (distributed profits) encourages further entrepreneurial 

behavior among the women. Lijjat provides a number of economic welfare measures to its women members such as 

daily transportation from home in company buses, health check-ups, scholarships for sisters’ children and a savings/ 

borrowings scheme. Overall, Lijjat provides mostly poor, urban, low-educated women with an opportunity to gain 

lifelong self-employment through becoming members and owners of Lijjat. The interview accounts of Lijjat sisters 

portray the empowering role that lifelong employment has on economic security for a woman. 

Social Benefits:  

In its role as a women’s cooperative, Lijjat has provided women with self-employment opportunities that can 

contribute to their social inclusion and empowerment. The personal accounts of sister members reveal that this 

collective form of entrepreneurship has empowered them in three ways: economic security, development of 

entrepreneurial behavior, and increased contributions to the family. Statements in interview accounts by Lijjat 

sisters reflect the solidarity among the women, which may be a direct outcome of collective ownership as it allows 

for the congruence between individual women’s goals with the stated goals of the organization. The shared 

ownership, in turn, can foster, even require, more cooperative behavior. Researchers also argue that empowerment 
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is embedded in democratic organizational processes which can also facilitate cooperative behavior. In the case of 

Lijjat, a participative style of decision making has evolved 

Further, self-reliance has helped to develop the self-confidence of the sister members while enabling the institution 

to retain its independence. Lijjat has kept its focus on manual labour, rejecting westernized mechanisation that can 

decrease employment and this too, encourages self-sufficiency. Women’s entrepreneurial income has enhanced 

their contributions to their family, and also the level of respect and dignity they are accorded in their families and 

the larger community.  

 

 

 


