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Abstract

This study explores the challenging journey of women entrepreneurs navigating India's traditional
Family-Owned Enterprises (FOEs). These women often face a crushing "double shift" balancing
intense family duties with business demands and are systematically excluded from top leadership.
[1,2] Digital technology promises liberation, and our research confirms a powerful truth: these
tools deliver. We found a profound Digital Paradox: online platforms successfully grant
operational freedom. [3] This flexibility and efficiency boost the business, cutting operational
costs by 30% and increasing revenue by 65%. [4] They gain near-total control over their daily
digital operations (71-78% sole decision-making [5]). Yet, this success hits a Strategic
Roadblock. The family's core traditional values, encapsulated by the concept of Socioemotional
Wealth (SEW) [6, 7] the emotional desire to preserve dynastic tradition acts as a cultural firewall.
This firewall consistently prevents proven digital competence from translating into formal strategic
authority. [8, 1] To unlock women’s full strategic potential, policy must move beyond simple
technological access and demand structural governance change within these traditional enterprises.

(9]

Keywords: Digital Adoption; Women Entrepreneurs; Indian Family-Owned Enterprises (FOEs);
Socioemotional Wealth (SEW); Strategic Decision-Making; Flexibility; Digital Paradox; Strategic
Translation Gap.

Introduction

A. Setting the Scene: Untapped Potential and the Digital Wave

India’s economy rests heavily on its Family-Owned Enterprises (FOEs), which are the country’s
industrial heartbeat. Integrating women fully into these businesses is not just about fairness; it is a
vital economic imperative, driving innovation and securing the firm's future through better
planning and diversity.! Yet, women’s participation in the crucial Small and Medium Enterprise
(MSME) sector currently hovers at only 20%, representing a vast, untapped source of national
growth.?

Today, business is defined by a rapid Digital Transformation (DT).3 This technological wave is
forcing even the most traditional FOEs to reimagine how they operate, serve customers, and create
value.3 This shift presents a unique opportunity to challenge the rigid, gender-based hierarchies
entrenched in these family structures. For the women working within these traditional walls, digital
tools promise not only better operational efficiency but perhaps, finally, the leverage to renegotiate
their roles.

B. Our Journey: What We Aim to Discover

While the persistent struggles of Indian women entrepreneurs’ financial hurdles, limited
movement, and suffocating socio-cultural expectations are well-known *, there is a surprising lack
of deep research on how technology specifically interacts with the governance barriers in Indian
FOEs.® This study steps into that gap, offering a focused, scholarly analysis of digital adoption
(DA).

Our research has three main goals: First, we analyze how digital tools like e-commerce, mobile
finance, and social media affect the crucial dimensions of flexibility and work-life balance for
women in these family businesses. Second, we critically examine the difficult process of
converting newfound operational digital success into formal strategic decision-making power at
the firm’s top table. Finally, we propose a theoretical model to explain the Digital Paradox: the
strange reality of achieving high operational autonomy and flexibility while simultaneously
remaining stuck outside the circle of strategic power.
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Digital Paradox is nothing but the failure of Micro-level
Empowerment (operational gains, flexibility) to translate into
Macro-level Empowerment (formal strategic authority).

C. The Paper’s Roadmap

We begin by establishing the cultural and theoretical
foundations that govern behavior in Indian FOEs, primarily
focusing on the concept of Socioemotional Wealth (SEW)
the prioritization of family values and the Unified Theory of
Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) the
motivations behind adopting technology. We then map the
current digital landscape and the institutionalized barriers
women face. The core of the paper analyzes the real-world
results across the axes of flexibility and strategic power,
culminating in a discussion of the Digital Paradox and
concrete recommendations for business leaders and
policymakers.

I1. Significance of the present work

This study matters because it looks closely at a reality that
many women in Indian family businesses live every day but
that very few researchers have examined in depth. Women
are adopting digital tools, learning new skills, and proving
their ability through real business results yet they still remain
outside the core decision-making circle in their own family
enterprises.

By highlighting this gap, the study draws attention to
something important: technology can improve a woman’s
work-life, freedom, and business performance, but it does
not automatically change the traditional rules of family
power. This central finding what the paper calls the “Digital
Paradox” helps us understand why progress on the ground
often feels slow, even when women are doing everything
right.

The work is also significant because it brings two worlds
together:

o the emotional and cultural priorities of family

businesses, and

o the fast-moving world of digital transformation.
By connecting these ideas, the study shows why families
may appreciate the woman’s digital success but still
hesitate to give her a formal strategic role. This explanation
has not been clearly explored before and adds a new
perspective to discussions on gender and family business
governance.

Finally, the research is useful for policymakers, educators,
and family businesses themselves. It shows that increasing
digital access is only the first step. Real change requires
training, support, and reforms that allow women to use their
digital skills not just for day-to-day tasks, but also for
shaping the future of the business.

In simple terms, this work is significant because it speaks to
both the progress and the pain points of women in Indian
family enterprises and offers a clearer understanding of what
still needs to change.

IIIL. Literature Survey

A. The Indian Family Business: A Labyrinth of Dual
Expectations

The way Indian FOEs operate is inseparable from the nation's
profound socio-cultural norms, which place a crushing
duality of expectations on women.” Women are expected to

uphold traditional duties at home while also contributing
actively to the family business.” This societal structure creates
the devastating challenge of the "dual responsibility"
burden, where juggling family, society, and work tasks strains
their time and mental capacity, making any sense of work-life
balance difficult to attain.’

Historically, this dual expectation has resulted in systemic
exclusion from formal power. In the traditional FOE, men are
the designated decision-makers and financial providers, while
women are often relegated to informal, uncredited support
roles, such as basic account maintenance, nurturing client
relationships, or supervising household activities related to
the business.! This cultural norm forms an "invisible barrier"
that actively blocks women from formal leadership
positions.! Furthermore, practices like primogeniture, which
favor male succession, ensure that daughters grow up
knowing their chances of succeeding in the family business
are inherently slim.® This reinforces gender roles long before
merit even enters the discussion.

B. The Family Heart strings: The Socioemotional Wealth
(SEW) Perspective

To understand why traditional governance resists promoting
women into strategic roles, we must look at the non-economic
engine of family businesses. The Socioemotional Wealth
(SEW) perspective defines the non-financial goals that
fundamentally sustain these enterprises.” SEW is essentially
the "stock of affect-related value" the controlling family gets
from its position, covering things like exercising personal
authority, identifying deeply with the firm, maintaining
kinship ties, and, critically, ensuring the continuation of the
family dynasty.’

Crucially, preserving this SEW is often prioritized over
maximizing profit or operational efficiency, especially in
major strategic decisions.’ This priority structure is the source
of deep resistance to disruptive change. Even if a woman’s
digital expertise dramatically increases the firm’s profits as a
clear meritocratic achievement, the family may refuse to
grant her formal strategic authority. Why? Because elevating
anon-traditional member (a woman who is not the designated
male successor) threatens the established kinship power
structure and the emotionally valued dynastic succession
line. Essentially, SEW acts as a cultural firewall that
prevents female-driven digital success in operations from
translating into strategic governance power, prioritizing the
maintenance of identity and control over meritocratic
efficiency.

C. The Motivation: Why Women Embrace Technology
(UTAUT)

We can analyze women entrepreneurs' drive to adopt digital
tools using the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology (UTAUT). This model identifies the human
factors that predict the intention to use technology. For
women, two key constructs stand out: Performance
Expectancy (the belief that the tech will directly improve job
performance) and Effort Expectancy (the perceived ease of
using the technology).!!

In the Indian context, the factor of Social Influence the
perception that important family members or social circles
believe they should use the technology is also a huge
motivator for adopting platforms like e-commerce.!
Additionally, the psychological dimension is vital. Research
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shows women often struggle with self-confidence.’ But when
digital platforms allow women to create a distinct, visible
identity separate from the traditional FOE structure (e.g.,
social commerce), this independent success strengthens their
self-appraisal of competence.” This psychological
empowerment is often the necessary first step before they can
demand structural changes within the firm.

The foundational hurdles women face in Indian FOEs make
comprehensive digital empowerment difficult. These barriers

are summarized below:

Table 1: Contextual Barriers and Digital Readiness for

Women in Indian FOEs
Barrier Specific Empirical Theoretical
Category | Challenge | Evidence Relevance
Cultural/S | Dual Women carry | Defines the
ocial Responsibi | 10 times the | core need for
lity (Work- | household Flexibility.
Life work; limited
Conflict) mobility.’
Digital Triple 25% internet | Hinders
Access/Lit | Divide access for rural | Effort
eracy (Digital/Ge | women; low | Expectancy
nder/Rural | digital and | (UTAUT).
) financial
literacy.'’
Governan | Gendered | Primogeniture | Reinforced
ce Succession | dictates low | by
Structure | /Bias likelihood of | Socioemotio
daughters nal Wealth
being (SEW).
successors.’
Cash control
often retained
by men."”
Confidenc | Low Women Social
e/Risk Confidenc | normally lack | Identity
e and Risk | confidence in | Theory
Aversion their requires
capabilities; independent
low risk | success  to
bearing build  self-
capacity.® appraisal.’

The Digital Battlefield: Opportunities and the 'Triple
Divide'

A. The Digital Toolbox of Indian FOEs

The digital tools women in Indian FOEs adopt generally fall
into two strategic areas: market-facing technologies and
financial inclusion tools. E-commerce, social media
marketing, and cloud computing are now widely adopted by
small and medium enterprises.'* For women, establishing an
online presence is crucial. It increases the brand's visibility,
builds a robust digital identity, and expands customer reach.
These technologies are essential for micro-entrepreneurship,
fostering sustainability and growth.'4

The second key area is digital financial inclusion. India’s
digital payments revolution, led by the Unified Payments
Interface (UPI) , has transformed transactions. Digital
payments enhance financial independence, giving women
greater control over their economic lives.!” Government
schemes, such as Stand-Up India °, and efforts focused on
Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) aim to provide essential
capacity building and financial support through technology.

The Digital Divide in Indian Family Enterprises

B. The Systemic Barrier: Navigating the Digital Triple
Divide

Despite the rapid technological growth in India, women's
adoption is severely limited by a deep structural inequality we
call the Digital Triple Divide: the combined barriers of
digital access, ingrained gender norms, and rural location.'
The gender gap is alarming: only 33% of women in India have
ever used the internet, a figure that plummets to about 25%
for rural women.!® In the countryside, 48.7% of men access
the internet, compared to only 24.6% of women. '

Specific hurdles include persistent connectivity problems,
strict limitations on women's mobility °, low general literacy,
and pervasive fear of fraud and distrust of online platforms.
Moreover, reliance on male family members to complete
digital transactions severely restricts genuine financial
autonomy.!” Critically, poor adoption in high-control areas
like financial technology integration (e.g., payment gateways,
cybersecurity) maintains a performance gap, acting as a
significant differentiator between male and female
entrepreneurs. 4

We observe a fascinating paradox in technology use: despite
the triple divide and low formal digital literacy '*, an
astonishing 80% of rural women entrepreneurs successfully
leverage social commerce.”® This suggests that technical
training is less important than the immediate, high
Performance Expectancy (market access and income) and
low Effort Expectancy (familiarity with social platforms).*
This bottom-up, peer-driven model allows women to

circumvent both knowledge gaps and institutional resistance.

C. Policy Responses and Necessary Intervention
Recognizing these severe gaps, government initiatives like
the NITI Aayog's Women Entrepreneurship Platform (WEP)
2 and efforts by NGOs (UNESCO, SEWA) are actively
working to bridge the digital and financial literacy divide.
These interventions focus on customized workshops and
developing integrated mobile applications (like the SEWA
app) to empower women through capability building and
digital inclusion.!® Policy intervention is seen as vital to
address the root causes of the digital gender divide.'
However, even when digital finance tools offer transparency
and the potential to reduce gender biases in lending, the
entrenched cultural dependence on male mediation means
independent agency is often captured by the patriarchal
family structure, preventing true economic empowerment.??
Digital inclusion is achieved, but independent control often
remains out of reach.

IV. Proposed model / Framework

Despite the impressive gains in operational flexibility and
self-reliance, our analysis reveals a significant Strategic
Translation Gap: the failure of small-scale digital
empowerment to convert into large-scale, formal strategic
authority within the FOE governance structure.

A. The Formal Versus Informal Power Struggle
Women's traditional roles in Indian family businesses were
largely informal, often focused on emotional support or
influencing discussions at home.! Digital adoption certainly
strengthens these informal roles. By turning relationship
management and networking into measurable market success
via social commerce, women establish themselves as
necessary influencers within the business ecosystem.
However, the acquisition of power is a spectrum. While
women might gain autonomy over how they execute tasks
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(operational freedom) 32, they rarely gain control over what
the long-term, strategic direction of the firm should be.
Decision-making authorities are mapped by their leadership
position and governance perspective.” The lack of deep
empirical literature on how digital roles translate into formal
leadership highlights this gap as a critical theoretical friction
point.

B. The Translation Gap and Governance Challenges

The split between operational success and strategic inclusion
is stark. While women now hold 32% of tech jobs in India 33,
industry-wide biases in promotions and lack of inclusive
structures persist. In the FOE context, the gap is systemic.
Digitalization often allows the family system to
institutionalize operational power as gender-appropriate
for example, accepting that "social media is women's work"
or "digital marketing is best handled by women." This
acceptance preserves the firm's efficiency gains while
simultaneously neutralizing the perceived threat to the
traditional command structure. The woman becomes vital to
operations but strategically dispensable, reinforcing the
ancient separation between 'doing' (flexibility/operations)
and 'deciding’ (strategy/governance).”’

Furthermore, integrating new, digitally proficient leaders
(often female) can create friction, leading to issues like
'confused authority and slow decision-making'.?’ This
suggests the resistance is not passive but active, as the
established power structure fights to accommodate merit-
based strategic input that challenges traditional authority

lines.

C. SEW: The Strategic Firewall

The most profound impediment to granting strategic authority
remains the preservation of Socioemotional Wealth (SEW).
The family’s insistence on maintaining kinship structures,
preserving dynastic identity, and ensuring that control
remains with the traditional succession line overrides the
clear meritocratic evidence provided by digital success. The
SEW firewall prioritizes the non-economic objective of
family control over maximizing strategic innovation and
efficiency.

Even basic financial agency remains constrained. Cash
remunerations, even when generated through digitally
enabled sales, are frequently transferred to the men in the
family, directly limiting the women's financial agency and
decision-making ability.!” This demonstrates that digital
operational gains are often deliberately quarantined from core
financial and governance control mechanisms.

Digitalization also acts as a strategic differentiator in failure.
While women successfully adopt visible, low-barrier
technologies (like social commerce), resistance or lack of
knowledge in high-control areas (e.g., enterprise resource
planning systems, cybersecurity, and advanced financial
integration) maintains their dependence on male family

members who traditionally control these critical IT and
strategic functions.> By retaining control over risk
management and core financial integration, the FOE reserves
its core strategic function, unwilling to cede it to women.

Figure 1: The Digital Paradox - Operational Gains vs.
Structural Constraints (Percentage Scale)

The Digital Paradox:
Operational Gains vs. Structural Cains
(Percentage Scale)
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The dichotomy between operational autonomy and strategic control is synthesized in the following table:
Table 2: The Digital Paradox: Impact on Flexibility vs. Strategic Authority

Dimension of Impact Operational Flexibility Strategic Authority & Status/Mechanism
& Autonomy (The Formal Power (The
Gains) Constraints)

Work Structure Remote work enabled; Increased work-role Micro-level
streamlined workflows; intrusion; risk of role Empowerment
improved work-life conflict and burnout; (Flexibility).
integration.?! flexibility without

boundaries.?!

Market and Finance

Expanded market access

Lack of control over | Autonomy in execution,

via E-commerce; major IT systems and | but lack of control over
enhanced brand | cybersecurity; capital.
visibility; financial | dependence on male
agency (UPI use).? relatives  for  formal
banking.'
Decision Scope High autonomy in daily Strategic decisions Institutionalization  of

(marketing,
relations,

operations
client
purchasing).*

(investments, long-term operational roles.
DT strategy, succession)
remain centralized and

male dominated.”

Governance Leverage

Psychological

empowerment and
proven economic
contribution (65%

revenue growth).’”

Governance  structures
resist changes due to
SEW preservation of
dynastic identity and
control.

The Strategic
Translation Gap.

V. Result and Analysis

Digital

technology has

fundamentally

changed the

operational playing field for women in Indian FOEs,
primarily by addressing the chronic burden of dual

responsibility and restricted mobility.>

A. Easing the Double Shift: Flexibility and Work-Life
Integration

The most significant positive sociological impact of digital
adoption is the provision of essential flexibility for women
managing intensive caregiving and multiple
responsibilities.!* Strengthening digital infrastructure allows
for remote work, enabling women to handle professional
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tasks alongside domestic duties.?! This flexibility directly
attacks a central barrier that previously restricted women's
full economic participation.’

However, the analysis reveals that digitalization is a double-
edged sword: it can both enable and impede work-life
integration.>! While remote capabilities alleviate travel and
time constraints 2!, the ability to work from anywhere often
means the work role intrudes deeply into the non-work
domain, risking an intensification of the dual burden.?’ This
constant "work-thought interference," especially pronounced
post-childbearing ?’, means that without formalized
boundaries and robust family support, flexibility can lead to
increased workload absorption, not genuine relief.

B. Operational Excellence and Economic Rewards
Digital adoption delivers clear, tangible improvements in
business performance. The use of e-commerce platforms,
digital payment solutions, and social media marketing allows
women-led businesses to soar past geographical constraints.
Empirical evidence from women entrepreneurs in the Delhi-
NCR region confirms that digitalization streamlines
workflows, improving operational efficiency, and reducing
operational costs by an average of 30%.

These operational gains translate directly into economic
success: 78% of surveyed women reported an expanded
customer base, and 65% experienced verifiable revenue
growth after adopting digital tools. By enhancing the firm's
brand visibility and expanding customer engagement, this
proven competence and generated revenue acts as a powerful
buffer against traditional family resistance. These
quantifiable successes justify the woman's claim to
professional operational space, often forcing the family to
sacrifice day-to-day oversight for the sake of efficiency.

C. The Rise of Informal Agency and Self-Reliance

Digital adoption empowers women by fostering self-reliance,
often allowing them to bypass traditional gatekeepers.’
Women using social commerce platforms in India are highly
likely to be the sole decision-makers for their daily business
operations (with rates reaching 71-78% in messaging and
social media segments). This high level of operational
autonomy allows them to use technology effectively to access
markets and information, successfully bridging mobility and
network barriers, particularly in rural settings.

Moreover, platforms foster capability building and
organization at the grassroots level. Applications developed
by organizations like SEWA, used for internal marketplaces,
digital surveys, and learning, demonstrate technology's
efficacy in strengthening leadership and operational
efficiency through collective mobilization.?®

VI. Conclusion

A. Synthesizing the Strategic Translation Gap

The evidence confirms the existence of a Digital Paradox in
the Indian FOE context. Digital adoption successfully
delivers Micro-level Empowerment quantifiable gains in
operational efficiency, enhanced flexibility to manage the
dual burden, and a strong, independent professional identity.
Yet, this success consistently crashes against the barrier of
Macro-level Empowerment, failing to yield access to formal
strategic authority, succession rights, or fundamental
governance changes.®

The connection between technology wusage and
entrepreneurial intention in FOEs is clearly moderated by
gender.?® Technology alone is not enough to drive systemic
gender equality; its impact is conditional on how it interacts
with and is validated by existing structural factors and family
governance. The analysis shows digital adoption is highly
effective in generating value for the firm (economic
efficiency) but far less successful in generating power for the
women who drive that adoption (strategic control).

B. Theoretical Significance

These findings significantly advance our understanding of
family business theory. The results affirm that the
Socioemotional Wealth (SEW) perspective is the superior
framework for explaining technology adoption outcomes in
FOEs, especially when governance change is involved. When
innovation even critical digital innovation is perceived as a
threat to the family’s non-economic goals (identity, dynastic
continuity), SEW preservation dictates resistance, leading
directly to the Strategic Translation Gap.

Furthermore, digital adoption injects fluidity into historically
rigid gender structures. Digital platforms allow women to
cultivate visible professional identities outside traditional
roles, fostering seclf-appraisal of competence and
independence.” This aligns with modern theoretical critiques
that encourage moving beyond totalizing assumptions about
gender. The digital sphere creates a strategic space for women
to assert a new identity based on merit, demanding a new role
that acknowledges both their traditional duties and their
modern, digitally driven competence.

C. The Evolution of Policy: From Enabler to
Differentiator

The evidence suggests that policy and organizational
interventions must evolve beyond merely increasing
technology access (the '"enabler" stage). Structural
interventions are now required to ensure that technology
adoption becomes a true differentiator in terms of power and
financial control, thereby transforming digital competency
into a recognized strategic asset. This demands a shift in focus
from basic digital literacy to strategic IT governance training
and organizational reform.

Moving Forward: Beyond Access to Real Authority

A. Summary of Core Insights

This research offers three principal contributions. First, it
confirms the profound positive effect of digitalization on
women’s operational flexibility and psychological self-
reliance. Second, it identified and explained the Strategic
Translation Gap, demonstrating that culturally rigid
frameworks, specifically the preservation of Socioemotional
Wealth (SEW), consistently prevent micro-level digital
success from translating into formal, macro-level strategic
authority. Finally, the study synthesized a nuanced theoretical
framework explaining how digital adoption interacts with the
Triple Divide and deeply entrenched family governance
structures.

B. Policy Recommendations for Government and
Institutional Stakeholders

To bridge the Strategic Translation Gap and unlock the full
potential of women in Indian FOEs, we must pursue a multi-
pronged approach:
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(i) Strategic Digital and Financial Literacy Advancement
Interventions must move beyond basic smartphone skills to
include specialized training in strategic digital marketing, e-
commerce, and advanced digital financial services. Training
must crucially cover cybersecurity, data protection, and
FinTech integration to close the 'differentiator' gap that
currently maintains male control over critical high-risk
functions.!* Both central and state governments must actively
educate women about the full range of financial services
available through Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) to
enhance financial access and leverage technology’s
transparency to reduce gender biases in lending.

(ii) Institutionalizing Entrepreneurship Education
Entrepreneurship education should be integrated robustly into
school and college curriculums.* Dedicated training programs
focused on specialized fields like IT and financial
management should reserve slots exclusively for women
(20% under proposed Promotional Package Programs) and
include stipends to encourage participation. Leveraging
platforms like the Women Entrepreneurship Platform (WEP)
for research and data collection is vital to ensuring policy
interventions are responsive to women entrepreneurs'
evolving needs.?’

(iii) Recommendations for Family Businesses and
Governance Reform

Achieving strategic inclusion requires voluntary or regulatory
reform within FOEs to counter the SEW-driven resistance:

A. Formalizing Roles and Mandating Meritocracy

FOEs must adopt transparent governance structures that
formalize the roles of digitally skilled women. This includes
establishing clear criteria for board inclusion and succession
planning based on competence and contribution, explicitly
overriding  gendered practices like  primogeniture.
Governance guidelines must clearly delineate roles,
leveraging the operational success demonstrated by digital
adoption to move women from informal influence on formal,
strategic positions.?°

B. Strategic IT Governance

Formal authority must be explicitly transferred regarding
major IT systems, digital investments (e.g., in Industry 4.0
technologies), and strategic data protection.'* By assigning
high-control, high-risk IT governance to the family members
who have proven their digital competence, the FOE
acknowledges technology adoption as a strategic pillar, not
merely an operational tool.

C. Fostering Cultural Shifts and Family Support

Family businesses should actively cultivate a culture that
supports women’s professional aspirations. Government and
NGO awareness programs should highlight empirical
evidence that diversity enhances innovation and risk
management. Encouraging family support is critical, as a
woman’s inclusion in the business domain is often contingent
upon the intensity of familial support extended to her.”

D. Future Research Agenda

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies that track
the career path of women moving from successful informal
digital operations (e.g., social commerce) to formal strategic
roles, specifically measuring the long-term influence of SEW
dimensions (such as identity preservation and dynastic
control) on this transition. Furthermore, analyzing the impact

The Digital Divide in Indian Family Enterprises

of DPI adoption on reducing social dependence in digital
finance transactions remains a crucial area of inquiry.?’
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