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ABSTRACT

The research paper discusses the role of digitisation as an enabler of self-employment and socio-economic inclusion

in the state of Kerala, which is economically and socio-culturally stratified. In particular, it examines how digitisation

is a structural equaliser by altering access to entrepreneurship along gender, caste, and regional lines. The research has

a descriptive-analytical research design and utilizes secondary data using thematic synthesis of the data, such as the

National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) employment surveys, the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) internet

penetration reports, the National Association of Software and Service Companies (NASSCOM) gig economy data, the

Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) policy documents, and the National Family Health Survey-5

(NFHS-5) data on gender and internet access. Theoretically, the study combines the Capability Approach as advocated

by Sen with Digital Inclusion Theory to create a twofold analytical perspective in evaluating digitisation as a source of

human development. The results suggest that digitisation has altered the labour market in Kerala by minimising market

access barriers, decentralizing populations, and enabling platform-based entrepreneurship among demographic groups

with historical disadvantages. With the help of e-commerce and Unified Payments Interface (UPI)-based payment systems,

as well as gig economy platforms, a growing number of women, rural populations, and first-generation entrepreneurs

have gained access to new opportunities. The research has impact at three levels: theoretically, the conceptualisation

of digitisation as a socio-economic leveller that combines the perspectives of capability and digital inclusion with the

synthesis of various credible sources of information to map the digital entrepreneurship ecosystem in Kerala; practically, it
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outlines policy interventions that should be undertaken to reach an equitable digital participation level, and they included

the creation of inclusive digital infrastructure and the development of specific regulatory frameworks to enhance equitable

digital participation.

Keywords: Digitisation; Self-Employment; Digital Inclusion; Women Entrepreneurship; Gig Economy; Kerala; Capability

Approach; Socio-Economic Equality

1. Introduction

In the present research, digitisation is understood as the

structural change of economic processes, the labour market,

and social institutions by the introduction and incorporation

of digital technologies such as internet platforms, mobile

apps, electronic payment systems, and data-driven business

ecosystems [1]. It is not a simple technological upgrade but

a restructuring of the basic terms of economic involvement,

market accessibility, and entrepreneurial opportunity [2].

In order to promote inclusion and self-employment

prospects within Kerala’s economic climate, the article in-

vestigates the transformative potential of digitisation [1]. The

traditional work market has undergone tremendous change

since the development of digital technology, allowing people

to explore their entrepreneurial interests and build an online

presence regardless of gender differences and socio-cultural

obstacles [2].

Digitisation has made many changes to the working

environment and its structure. The capital structure and ex-

tension have become stronger as organisations concentrate

on digital capital formation [3, 4]. Employees increasingly

work from home, and skill-centric participation is becom-

ing the norm. This is particularly evident in Kerala, a state

with high literacy rates and strong human development

indices.

The Global Digital Economy has established a new

form of labour mobility where employment and company

operations can be performed virtually rather than physi-

cally [5, 6]. This reduces expenditure for employees relating

to travel and accommodation while enabling broader geo-

graphic participation in labour markets.

The research questions covered in this study are as fol-

lows, with the multidimensional nature of the phenomenon

taken into account:

RQ1: How does digitisation impact self-employment

in the socio-culturally stratified Kerala economy?

RQ2: Which socio-cultural obstacles to economic in-

volvement are being overcome by digitisation (e.g., caste,

religion, gender differences)?

RQ3. How successfully can platform-based digital

ecosystems be used as structural equalising mechanisms

across geographical boundaries and gender?

RQ4: Which policy measures should be used to make

digital transformation generate equitable and sustainable

socio-economic consequences?

Research Gap: Even though much of the existing re-

search in management and entrepreneurship has focused on

digitization in relation to large companies and the economies

of developing countries’ cities, there is still a major lack of

knowledge about how digitization can act as an equalizing

factor within socially stratified regional economies [7]. In

most cases, the research focuses on the private sector, includ-

ing industries like Information Technology (IT), insurance,

and banking, ignoring the special features of developing

economy nations like Kerala, which are characterized by

their high levels of literacy, strong hierarchies, and power-

ful diaspora communities [8–10]. Also, previous studies have

lacked a systematic application of thematic synthesis using

a combination of theories.

The gap has been admitted by researchers studying the

issue of digital transformation of emerging economies [11–13].

According to Plekhanov et al. [14], digital transformation re-

search has been largely biased towards large organisations in

advanced economies, neglecting the aspects of regional and

social stratification [15, 16]. On the same note, Ghauri et al. [17]

note that research on the subject of digital entrepreneurship

amongst marginalised populations is limited, especially in

societies where there is a high literacy rate and yet a hierar-

chical orientation, like the state of Kerala. Anand et al. [18]

also emphasise that the issue of invisible inequalities in the

entrepreneurial ecosystems, caste- and gender-based barriers,

lacks theorisation in the literature. All these views confirm

the gap in the research that has been identified in the current
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work.

This study adds to the body of literature in three ways:

by viewing digitisation as a socio-economic equaliser rather

than just a technology; by measuring entrepreneurial inclu-

sion using both Sen’s Capability Approach and Digital Inclu-

sion Theory; and by producing evidence-based, management-

related policy implications [1, 2].

2. Theoretical Framework

The Capability Approach and Digital Inclusion The-

ory are two complementary theoretical frameworks that

serve as the conceptual foundation for this study. These

frameworks have been carefully chosen because, as this ar-

ticle explores, digitisation is not just about technological ac-

cess but also about human development—namely, whether

or not people can use digital tools to engage in meaning-

ful economic activity. Digital Inclusion Theory provides

the operational mechanism, elucidating the circumstances

under which digital access translates into significant socio-

economic outcomes, while Amartya Sen’s Capability Ap-

proach offers the normative basis for assessing whether

digitisation actually increases individual freedoms and op-

portunities. When combined, these frameworks enable this

study to go beyond descriptive descriptions of digitisation

and provide an analytical lens for determining whether

and how digital transformation functions as a structural

equaliser.

2.1. The Capability Approach

The Capability Approach, developed by Amartya Sen,

explains development in terms of expanding individual

freedoms and capabilities rather than merely increasing in-

come [19]. Digitalisation helps expand functional capabilities

by providing access to information-intensive markets, skills,

and networks [20, 21].

Even though the Capability Approach was created in

the 1980s and 1990s, it is still highly applicable and is being

utilized by more current authors to evaluate business inclu-

sion, technology access, and digital transition. For instance,

MacKenzie et al. [22] take into account the development of

human capital in low-socioeconomic-status areas, while Mur-

ray employs the method to analyze students’ liberties in the

context of their digital education in the contemporary world.

Furthermore, while discussing their research on digital inclu-

sion, MacKenzie et al., Murray, and Fisk et al. actually make

reference to the Capability Approach [22–24]. It demonstrates

that Sen’s method is still highly applicable and useful for

determining whether digitization entails freedom or merely

access.

The Capability Approach states that development must

be evaluated on the basis of what individuals are able to do

and be—their functionings. Capabilities are the real opportu-

nities available to individuals to generate valuable outcomes.

Development occurs when individuals have the freedom to

make meaningful choices and convert available resources

into desired outcomes [23, 25]. The approach distinguishes be-

tween ‘resources’, ‘conversion factors’, ‘capabilities’, and

‘functionings’.

Digitalisation is an enabling resource that can greatly

enhance functional capabilities by: (i) providing access to

information-intensive markets; (ii) facilitating skill devel-

opment through online learning platforms; (iii) enabling en-

gagement with digital networks and entrepreneurship ecosys-

tems; and (iv) improving financial inclusion through digital

payment systems [22].

This framework allows the paper to analyse digitisation

not just as a technological process but as a human develop-

ment mechanism.

2.2. Digital Inclusion Theory

Digital Inclusion Theory fills the gaps in the Capability

Approach by emphasising the need for fair inclusion and

effective use of digital technology [26]. It goes beyond the

simplistic concept of the ‘digital divide’ (access vs. no ac-

cess) and adopts a multi-layered approach encompassing:

Access Equity—provision of affordable access to devices,

the internet, and infrastructure; Skills and Literacy—digital

literacy, critical use skills, and adaptive learning; Meaningful

Use—effective use of digital technology to produce some-

thing of value rather than simply consuming it; and Outcome

Equity—ensuring that digital engagement translates into real

socio-economic outcomes [27].

By combining the Capability Approach with Digital

Inclusion Theory, this research has constructed an overarch-

ing analytical framework: the Capability Approach explains

the normative basis of digital inclusion (enhancing human

capabilities and freedoms), while Digital Inclusion Theory
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explains the mechanisms through which digital access trans-

lates into productive socio-economic outcomes [24, 28]. The

combination implies that digital transformation should be

assessed not only in terms of technology adoption but also

in terms of its capacity to improve human capabilities and

achieve outcome equity [29].

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

This study employs a descriptive-analytical research

design. The ‘descriptive’ component involves the systematic

documentation of digital transformation trends, institutional

developments, and socioeconomic shifts in Kerala’s econ-

omy. The ‘analytical’ component involves the evaluation and

interpretation of these trends against the theoretical frame-

work to generate explanatory insights beyond surface-level

description. Because of its exploratory nature and macro-

structural focus, this design is appropriate for a study that

places itself at the intersection of digital transformation and

inclusive entrepreneurship. It enables multilayered interpre-

tation of how institutional structures, socioeconomic pro-

cesses, and opportunity distributions have been reconfigured

by the expansion of the digital sphere [30].

Since this study only uses secondary data, it is crucial

to differentiate the current research strategy from a system-

atic literature review (SLR). Database searches, specified

inclusion criteria, and quality evaluation are all part of the

methodical and thorough procedure that an SLR adheres

to. The descriptive-analytical design employed here, on the

other hand, is explanatory in character and does not attempt

to synthesize all of the body of current research. Rather, it

develops a theoretical explanation of the phenomenon by

carefully selecting reliable secondary sources, such as gov-

ernment reports and institutional data. Thematic synthesis

is used in the analysis, allowing for interpretation that goes

beyond simple description.

The significance of elucidating the connection between

the descriptive-analytical approach and the thematic synthe-

sis approach needs to be established. Whereas the research

design outlines the broad epistemological approach (explana-

tory and non-experimental in nature), thematic synthesis

represents the actual analytical tool utilized for examining

the secondary data collected.

3.2. Data Selection Criteria

The criteria for choosing secondary data sources in-

cluded: (i) authority—reliable data sources such as an or-

ganization or a journal article published by a government,

peer-reviewed journals, or well-known databases were con-

sidered; (ii) recency—the more recent the data, the better,

while old data was essential only if it was basic to the method

used; (iii) thematic relevance—data that focused on digi-

talization, entrepreneurship, empowerment of women, and

digital infrastructure in India and Kerala was favoured; and

(iv) quantitative data. The criteria (iv) for “quantitative data”

in this research article are defined as numerical data pro-

duced by reputable government agencies and academic or-

ganizations, rather than primary quantitative data produced

by the authors themselves. NSSO (employment and self-

employment), TRAI (internet and broadband subscription),

NASSCOM (gig economy employment data and digital econ-

omy gross domestic product (GDP) figures), MeitY (scheme

coverage and scheme beneficiaries), and NFHS-5 (gender-

wise data on internet usage and mobile phones) are some

examples of quantitative datasets based on statistical data

and reports.

Specifically, the study draws upon: NSSO employment

and self-employment trend data; TRAI internet penetration

and broadband access reports; NASSCOM gig economy

and digital economy reports; MeitY policy and scheme ef-

fectiveness documents; NFHS-5 gender and internet access

data; and scholarly articles retrieved from Scopus, Google

Scholar, and JSTOR using keyword combinations such as

‘digitisation and self-employment’, ‘digital inclusion Kerala’,

‘gig economy India’, and ‘women digital entrepreneurship

emerging markets’ [31].

3.3. Analytical Procedure: Thematic Synthesis

To provide analytical insights that go beyond the de-

scriptive level, the research adopts a thematic synthesis

methodology. Thematic synthesis, as established by Thomas

and Harden [32], involves three stages: (i) free line-by-line

coding of documentary evidence; (ii) organisation of codes

into descriptive themes; and (iii) generation of analytical

themes that go beyond descriptive reporting to provide inter-

pretive insights grounded in the theoretical framework [32, 33].

In this case, all secondary data sources have been coded
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based on the four-theme analytical framework that includes

Digital Access, Skill Development, Entrepreneurial Partic-

ipation, and Inclusivity Effects, as outlined in the next sec-

tion. Synthesis of codes helps identify commonalities, diver-

gences, and implications for policymaking. This is how the

researcher is able to go from data analysis to theory develop-

ment [32, 33].

3.4. Analytical Framework

The research analysis framework is organised around

four core interconnected themes: (i) Digital Access—

evaluating the extent and accessibility of digital technology

expansion; (ii) Skill Development—analysing digital literacy,

capacity building, and institutional skill development pro-

grammes [34]; (iii) Entrepreneurial Participation—evaluating

the expansion of self-employment and digital economic par-

ticipation; and (iv) Inclusivity Outcomes—analysing the

impact of digitisation on equal income opportunities, gender

empowerment, and socio-economic mobility.

The thematic analysis is built around four themes that

capture the dimensions of the digitisation–inclusion relation-

ship as follows: Digital Access (conditions for participation),

Skill Development (capacity development), Entrepreneurial

Participation (economic impact), and Inclusivity Outcomes

(impact on equity). Based on the Capability Approach by

Amartya Sen and Digital Inclusion Theory, the four themes

provide the basis for transitioning from descriptive to inter-

pretive work. Together, they help assess whether the process

of digital change in Kerala works to equalise structurally or

maintains existing differences. These four themes provide

a framework for evaluating the extent to which digital ac-

cess expands toward meaningful inclusion in the business

environment [35, 36].

4. Digitisation and Self-Employment

in Kerala

Self-employment in Kerala has undergone a paradigm

shift as a result of the digitalisation process, which has made

it easier for conventional entrepreneurial ecosystems to give

way to data-driven ones [37]. The digital infrastructure has

been a driving force in reshaping opportunity structures for

self-employed individuals and micro-entrepreneurs in a state

renowned for its high literacy rates, positive social develop-

ment indices, and globally connected diaspora.

The increasing trend of data-informed business

decision-making is central to this paradigm shift. Analytics,

customer interaction measures, and digital feedback meth-

ods are being used by an increasing number of entrepreneurs

to stay abreast of shifting consumer preferences [37]. Small

firms can now employ digital technology to track demand

trends, customise offerings, adjust pricing tactics, and build

enduring customer relationships without relying entirely on

intuition [38]. Digital payment ecosystems, including UPI and

mobile banking, have simplified transactions and increased

trust in online commerce.

Digital payment systems—especially UPI-enabled and

mobile banking platforms—have made financial transactions

easier, reduced reliance on cash-based transactions, and im-

proved transparency, thus increasing consumer confidence

in online commerce. For solo entrepreneurs, the integration

of payments improves liquidity management [39].

4.1. E-Commerce Platforms and Online Busi-

nesses

The proliferation of e-commerce platforms has funda-

mentally altered the business landscape for small and micro-

entrepreneurs. These platforms reduce supply chain difficul-

ties and provide logistics support, customer service infras-

tructure, and market access [39]. Digital marketing through

social media constitutes a low-cost strategy for market de-

velopment. Particularly in developing regions, e-commerce

has created inclusive opportunities for micro-entrepreneurs,

self-employed individuals, and small enterprises to integrate

into formal value chains [40].

One of the most significant contributions of e-

commerce platforms lies in their ability to reduce supply

chain complexities. These platforms provide integrated logis-

tics networks, warehousing facilities, inventory management

systems, and last-mile delivery support [41, 42]. By leveraging

centralised distribution systems and third-party logistics part-

nerships, entrepreneurs can focus on product development

and customer engagement rather than operational bottlenecks.

Digital platforms streamline procurement and order process-

ing through automated systems, reducing transaction costs

and enhancing operational efficiency [43].

Customer service infrastructure is another critical ad-

vantage. E-commerce platforms provide built-in mecha-
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nisms for customer interaction, grievance redressal, ratings,

reviews, and return management [44, 45]. Such features not

only improve consumer trust but also enhance transparency

and accountability. Real-time feedback enables businesses

to refine their offerings based on customer preferences [46, 47].

Furthermore, digital marketing plays a pivotal role in

the growth of online businesses. Social media marketing has

emerged as a cost-effective strategy for market expansion

and brand positioning [48, 49]. Platforms such as Instagram,

Facebook, and WhatsApp enable entrepreneurs to directly

engage with target audiences and promote products without

high advertising expenditures [50, 51]. Data-driven marketing

tools allow businesses to analyse customer demographics

and purchasing patterns, facilitating targeted promotional

strategies and improving conversion rates [52].

In essence, e-commerce platforms function not merely

as sales channels but as comprehensive business ecosystems

integrating logistics, marketing, analytics, and customer man-

agement. This digital transformation enhances scalability,

fosters innovation, and strengthens market competitiveness,

especially for small and emerging enterprises [53].

4.2. Digital Skill Development and the Gig

Economy

Digitisation has played a major role in the develop-

ment of the gig economy. The growth of digital platforms

and applications has made it possible for people to provide

services on demand [54, 55]. The gig economy—involving

platforms such as ride-sharing, food delivery, and content

creation—has opened up opportunities for young people,

women, and professionals to earn money through flexible

working arrangements [56, 57].

The gig economy is characterised by flexible work ar-

rangements, short-term or project-based contracts, and digital

client interactions. Unlike traditional employment models

based on long-term employer-employee relationships, gig

economy jobs are facilitated by platform intermediation, algo-

rithmic management, and performance ratings [58, 59]. Work-

ers have the autonomy to choose assignments based on avail-

ability, skills, and preferences, allowing them to exercise

control over their work schedules and intensity [60]. This flex-

ibility enables workers to participate in the labour market,

balance work and life, and work with multiple clients simul-

taneously, including global clients on freelance platforms [61].

5. Inclusivity through Digitisation

By removing structural obstacles that constrain full par-

ticipation in economic activity, digitisation has become a

crucial instrument in the effort to promote inclusive growth.

In emerging economies—particularly in socioculturally strat-

ified contexts—access to markets has historically been medi-

ated by hierarchies of caste, religion, gender, geography, and

social capital. Digital technologies alter these access struc-

tures by decentralising opportunity and establishing merit-

based visibility systems [37]. The widespread use of mobile

phones, digital payment systems, e-commerce platforms, and

social media marketplaces signals a socioeconomic trend to-

ward increased inclusivity through digitalised participation

frameworks [62, 63].

5.1. Addressing Socio-Cultural Barriers

Digitisation weakens traditional gatekeeping mecha-

nisms that restrict economic entry. The pre-digital business

environment was characterised by network-based access and

community endorsement, which frequently reinforced social

exclusion [64]. Access to capital, customers, and supply chains

was often impeded by invisible barriers for marginalised com-

munities, especially those affected by caste-based stratifica-

tion or religious prejudice [18]. Digital platforms, however,

rely on algorithmic visibility and transaction-based reputation

rather than identifying social markers.

By shifting focus to product quality, service efficiency,

ratings, and digital reputation systems, online entrepreneur-

ship enables caste-neutral and religion-neutral market inter-

actions [65]. By relying on digital portfolios and analytics

for performance-based legitimacy, digitisation democratises

access to opportunities by enabling businesses to build reputa-

tions based on quantified results rather than social capital [17].

Additionally, face-to-face biases that influence purchasing

decisions in physical settings are lessened by digital payment

platforms and online marketplaces. By standardising trans-

actional procedures, digital wallets, digital identities, and

e-commerce platforms reduce discriminatory discretion—

particularly for first-generation entrepreneurs [66].

Digitisation also helps individuals access information

about government schemes, credit facilities, skill develop-

ment, and market trends through digital portals and appli-

cations. Accessing such information enables individuals to
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overcome informational asymmetry, which has historically

acted as a barrier for socio-economically marginalised sec-

tions of society [65]. Hence, digitisation acts as a structural

equaliser that helps individuals transcend socio-cultural bar-

riers and access the broader economy.

5.2. Empowering Women Entrepreneurs

Digital platforms enable women to participate in eco-

nomic activities without requiring geographical mobility. Do-

mestic duties, safety concerns, and normative expectations

limit women’s movement in many sociocultural contexts [67].

Digital platforms lessen these restrictions by enabling eco-

nomic activity without requiring physical mobility [68].

Home-based digital enterprises—such as online tutor-

ing, handicraft sales, digital content creation, virtual as-

sistance, social media marketing, and beauty consulting—

have gained significant traction [69]. These businesses enable

women to use local expertise and existing skills within flex-

ible schedules that accommodate caring obligations. The

incorporation of digital payment systems further improves

financial autonomy by ensuring direct income control and

reducing dependence on intermediaries [70].

Digital entrepreneurship contributes to social empow-

erment in addition to generating revenue. Online commu-

nities and networking sites enable mentoring, information

exchange, and peer support, boosting self-esteem and en-

trepreneurial capabilities. Female entrepreneurs can further

benefit from training modules, webinars, and digital market-

ing tools to develop their professional skills and competitive

advantages [71].

Therefore, inclusion through digitisation can be seen

as a multifaceted empowering tool that goes beyond tech-

nology access. The removal of sociocultural gatekeeping

obstacles and the flexibility of home-based entrepreneurship

provide the groundwork for social and economic transfor-

mation, making digitisation a key facilitator of inclusive and

gender-responsive development pathways.

6. Challenges and Structural Con-

straints

Despite the promise of digitisation for inclusive de-

velopment, its spread has not been uniform or without lim-

itations. Structural inequities, infrastructural deficiencies,

and technological risks continue to influence the rate and

extent to which digital ecosystems can generate equitable

outcomes [72]. If these issues are not addressed, digital in-

clusion risks unintentionally sustaining inequality in new

digitally mediated forms.

6.1. The Digital Divide

The digital divide operates on two levels. The first-

level digital divide refers to disparities in physical access to

devices and internet connectivity between urban and rural re-

gions. The second-level digital divide refers to differences in

the quality of digital skill utilisation—distinguishing between

basic and advanced skill application. Even in a high-literacy

state like Kerala, advanced digital skills such as coding, data

analytics, and digital marketing are not uniformly distributed,

creating new forms of inequality where access exists but high-

value participation remains limited to a skilled minority.

6.2. Cybersecurity and Platform Risks

Cyber fraud, phishing attacks, and data privacy

breaches can discourage digital adoption and undermine

the trust that is essential to digital economic participation.

Trust-building mechanisms, digital awareness campaigns,

and regulatory frameworks for platform accountability are

necessary to mitigate these risks.

6.3. Infrastructure Instability

Digital ecosystems require high-speed internet connec-

tivity, a steady supply of electricity, and functioning digital

technology. In many semi-urban and rural areas, weak inter-

net infrastructure and sporadic power outages disrupt digital

continuity, impacting the reliability and productivity of digi-

tal enterprises.

6.4. Access to Capital and Financial Con-

straints

Despite the removal of some entry barriers, the initial

expenditures associated with devices, software, digital mar-

keting, and cybersecurity may be prohibitive for low-income

entrepreneurs. Without access to formal financing institu-

tions, small business owners may find it difficult to scale

their digital ventures.
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6.5. Platform Inequality and Algorithmic Bias

Algorithmic systems used by digital platforms deter-

mine vendor visibility. Algorithms may unintentionally

favour established merchants, urban companies, or those

with higher advertising expenditures, thereby excluding new

entrants. Information asymmetry caused by opaque algorith-

mic decision-making can limit the strategic flexibility of new

entrepreneurs.

6.6. Gaps in Digital Literacy

Various demographic groups—particularly the elderly

and first-generation technology users—struggle with basic

digital literacy beyond infrastructure availability. Lack of

knowledge about digital compliance procedures, documen-

tation requirements, or platform functionality can cause op-

erational inefficiencies. Systematic instruction in the use of

digital technologies is required to enable effective involve-

ment [71].

6.7. Regulatory Uncertainty

In many cases, technological advancement has out-

paced legislative development, creating regulatory uncer-

tainty in areas such as platform accountability, taxation, data

protection, and cross-border transactions [73]. Small digital

entrepreneurs frequently cannot comprehend regulatory stan-

dards, leading to legal concerns or financial repercussions,

and regulatory uncertainty can impair business planning.

7. Policy Implications

To fully harness the transformative power of digitisa-

tion for inclusive and sustainable development, policy inter-

ventions must transcend infrastructure expansion and em-

brace ecosystem governance. Digitisation is not merely a

technological phenomenon; it is a socio-economic transfor-

mation process that requires coordinated support from gov-

ernments, regulatory bodies, educational institutions, and

business enterprises.

Managerial Implications:

The study suggests that any plan incorporating digital

platforms must be developed with inclusion as a clear orga-

nizational goal in terms of management and organizational

leadership. Businesses must implement supplier diversifica-

tion programs that include gig economy workers and digital

micro-entrepreneurs from underrepresented groups. For em-

ployees from backgrounds with little to no expertise with

digital technologies, human resource managers in digital or-

ganizations are required to offer onboarding programs and

capacity-building initiatives.

Societal Implications:

Through the creation of equal market participation

regardless of caste and religious affiliation, digitalization

presents the possibility of changing Kerala’s long-standing

social inequity systems. The democratization of market par-

ticipation provided by digital technology is contingent upon

the implementation of intentional policy measures. If not,

those who already enjoy social advantages will benefit the

most from digitalization.

Policy Recommendations:

• Establish digital entrepreneurship incubation centres at

the district and regional levels, with targeted support for

first-generation entrepreneurs and rural innovators.

• Provide women-specific digital credit lines with low in-

terest rates, minimal collateral requirements, and simple

digital registration procedures.

• Integrate digital entrepreneurship, cybersecurity, data

analytics, and e-commerce management into higher edu-

cation curricula with experiential learning components.

• Develop platform regulatory frameworks establishing

clear standards for commission rates, algorithmic fair-

ness, data protection, and dispute resolution.

• Extend social security provisions to gig workers, in-

cluding pension plans, health insurance, and grievance

mechanisms, and formally recognise gig work under

labour laws.

• Accelerate digital infrastructure development through

public-private partnerships, ensuring equitable geo-

graphic distribution and bridging the urban-rural digital

divide.

8. Discussion

Digitisation in Kerala represents both technological ad-

vancement and profound social transformation. Its impact is

multi-dimensional, influencing economic structures, gender

8
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dynamics, and socio-cultural norms. The findings of this

study affirm that digital technology has shifted economic

power from capital-intensive enterprises toward knowledge-

driven and platform-based participation—enabling small-

scale entrepreneurs, home-based workers, and freelancers to

engage with national and global markets without commen-

surate infrastructural investment.

The results of this research affirm that digitisation in

Kerala functions as a complex socio-economic influence,

concurrently transforming labour market frameworks, re-

defining access to opportunities, and changing gender re-

lations in entrepreneurship. These results correspond with

and broaden multiple recognised areas of management and

entrepreneurship research. From a platform economics view-

point, the rise of digital platforms in Kerala illustrates two-

sided market dynamics, where intermediary platforms gen-

erate value by linking buyers and sellers who would oth-

erwise encounter significant search and transaction costs.

For micro-entrepreneurs and home-based workers in Kerala,

digital platforms have effectively substituted traditional in-

stitutional gatekeepers—such as caste-based trade networks

and location-specific market hierarchies—with algorithmi-

cally driven reputation systems that prioritise performance

rather than social capital. This constitutes a significant struc-

tural change aligned with institutional theory’s claim that

both formal and informal institutions shape entrepreneurial

behaviour and access to opportunities.

Linking these findings to the theoretical framework:

As per Sen’s Capability Approach, digitization must enhance

individuals’ “capabilities,” or their true probabilities to carry

out valuable tasks. This hypothesis is corroborated by in-

formation obtained from the gig economy, digital payments,

and e-commerce sectors of Kerala, particularly concerning

females and startups led by first-generation entrepreneurs.

Nonetheless, the prevalence of second-order digital divides

or disparities in advanced skill utilization demonstrates the

necessity of “conversion factors” such as reliable infrastruc-

ture, digital competence, and regulation in the enlargement

of capabilities. The concept of “meaningful usage” and

“outcome parity” advocated under Digital Inclusion The-

ory aligns with the assertion that merely accessing digital

platforms does not necessarily lead to empowerment among

entrepreneurs, especially those encountering structural ob-

stacles.

Moreover, the growth of the gig economy provides fur-

ther support for the resource-based view of entrepreneurship,

as access to resources such as market reach, consumer infor-

mation, payment systems, and professional recognition has

been democratised through digital platforms—creating en-

trepreneurial opportunities that were structurally unavailable

to low-capital entrepreneurs in traditional markets. This find-

ing resonates with the inclusive entrepreneurship literature,

which posits that addressing resource barriers is a key path-

way to promoting entrepreneurial inclusivity across social

groups.

On gender relationships, the research results are in line

with the 5M framework of women’s entrepreneurship, which

positions markets, money, management, motherhood, and

the macro-environment as central dimensions through which

women entrepreneurs navigate their contexts. Digital plat-

forms alleviate constraints on all five dimensions: markets

(without requiring physical mobility), money (via digital pay-

ment systems), management (through flexible work arrange-

ments), motherhood (by accommodating domestic respon-

sibilities), and macro-environment (through performance-

based algorithmic visibility). However, it is critical to note

that digital engagement does not automatically guarantee

greater empowerment for women; the second-level digital

divide—manifesting as device ownership disparities, time

poverty caused by unpaid care work, and limited access to

advanced digital skills—remains a key mediating factor.

The expansion of digital payments and gig platforms

also contributes to the formalisation of the informal sector.

Small entrepreneurs who previously operated in cash-based

local markets are increasingly participating in digital trans-

action systems, enhancing their credit access, improving

financial record-keeping, and increasing market visibility.

From a developmental perspective, this study sup-

ports the view that digitisation must be perceived as a

complementary process rather than a structural alternative

to formal employment creation, industrial policy, and so-

cial security regimes. In the absence of strategic institu-

tional interventions—including platform regulation, social

protection for gig labour, and affordable digital finance—

digitisation is prone to generating economic precarity in a

digitally mediated form. This nuanced perspective advances

the conversation in the management literature beyond techno-

optimistic descriptions toward a contextually informed inter-

9
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pretation of digital transformation in developing economies.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study suffers from various limitations, which can

be seen as areas for fruitful research in the future. Firstly,

being a conceptual paper, it does not gather any primary

demographic data; therefore, future research should focus

on a mixed-methods approach to verify the conclusions of

the current study by surveying and interviewing digital en-

trepreneurs, especially women and disadvantaged commu-

nity members. Secondly, the current research examines only

one region, i.e., Kerala; thus, comparative studies should

consider other Indian regions with varying literacy rates,

infrastructural development, and social hierarchies to see

whether the conclusions drawn here would apply universally.

Thirdly, since the research draws conclusions based on the

present situation of digitization, future researchers should

look into the longitudinal effects of digitization to understand

its benefits and disadvantages more comprehensively. Lastly,

the role played by the algorithmic mechanisms in creating

inequality in platform-based entrepreneurship, found to be

a structural problem in this study, should be investigated

empirically.

9. Conclusions

Digitisation has emerged as a powerful catalyst for

self-employment and inclusivity in Kerala’s economic land-

scape. By providing a level playing field for entrepreneurs,

addressing socio-cultural barriers, and empowering women,

digitisation has the potential to create a more equitable and

prosperous economic environment in the state. To fully re-

alise these benefits, policymakers and stakeholders must

collaboratively work to bridge the digital divide and ensure

that all individuals have the necessary resources to thrive in

the digital age.

However, digitisation is not a panacea. Without strate-

gic policy support, digital transformation may reproduce

existing inequalities through new technological forms. Ac-

cess to devices, high-speed connectivity, advanced skills,

and digital finance must be equitably distributed to enable

broad-based participation. Particular attention must be paid

to women and marginalised communities to ensure that digi-

tal participation translates into long-term economic empow-

erment rather than temporary or precarious engagement. So-

cial security frameworks for gig workers, regulatory pro-

tections against platform exploitation, and targeted digital

entrepreneurship support programmes are essential to sus-

taining the gains of digital transformation.

Digital entrepreneurship should be integrated into

broader development strategies that encompass industrial

policy and skills development missions. This approach com-

bines technological advancement with social protection and

contributes to long-term developmental gains—transforming

digitisation from a technology trend into a sustainable devel-

opment model that embeds gender equality, social justice,

and economic resilience into Kerala’s growth trajectory.
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