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Abstract

Handicrafts is one such sector in India which is an important bridge between the culture of the country, rural economy,
entrepreneurship and sustainable development of the economy. Rajasthan has many different crafts and the artisans are spread
across various areas and hence it has huge potential to transform handicrafts to sustainable micro-enterprise. The process of
making traditional craft activities more profitable in terms of entrepreneurship, however, is still limited by the interaction of
various market, financial, personal, production, technological and institutional problems. A conceptual paper that synthesizes the
literature on artisan livelihoods, agency of the entrepreneur, market development, digitalization, finance, production systems
and institutions and sustainable economic interests of the artisan entrepreneur in Rajasthan. The paper conceptualises economic
prospects as an outcome of economic activities, which goes beyond income to encompass livelihood stability, decision making
power, social status, self-esteem, self-confidence, bargaining power and less reliance on intermediaries. The review indicates that
limited market access, poor branding and pricing skills, low digital adoption, financial exclusion, financial constraints on working-
capital, susceptibility to exploitation, problems with raw materials, poor infrastructure, and technological limitations are not
independent, but are interdependent. Institutional support, collective enterprise mechanisms, craft skills, education, and digita
skills can empower artisans to find sustainable entrepreneurial solutions to their traditional skills. The synthesis has suggested an
integrated conceptual framework which connects market and digital skills, financial access, entrepreneurial autonomy and
productive and institutional resources with the economic opportunities of artisan entrepreneurs. The paper has a positive
contribution to the literature on artisan-entrepreneurship by shifting focus from individual problem of the handicraft sector to
an integrated ecosystem approach which will enable future empirical studies in the diverse handicraft clusters of Rajasthan.
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Introduction

Handicrafts have a unique role in Indian economy as they are also a reflection of cultural heritage, traditional
knowledge, livelihoods of households, employment in rural areas and micro-entrepreneurial activity. In contrast to
mainstream businesses, handicraft enterprises are often situated in the overlap of the domestic and market systems,
so the artisan may be involved in nearly all aspects of the craft production process — as a producer, designer, buyer,
family member, entrepreneur, and seller. Thus, sustainability of handicraft entrepreneurship can only be measured
on the basis of production or sales. It must take into account the skills that the artisan has in reaching the markets,
getting credit, organizing production, dealing with intermediaries, adjusting to the changing preferences of
consumers, updating technology and making meaningful input decisions. Research on Indian Handicrafts has been
increasingly showing that the sustainability of livelihood is tied to the entrepreneurial agency, dignity, resilience and
ability to capture economic value from Handicrafts production (Anil et al., 2023; Dalal & Bhattacharya, 2024).

The study of these relationships is of special importance in the context of Rajasthan. The state has a long tradition
of block printing, ceramics and potteries, jewellery, leatherwork, wood craft, metalcraft, marble work, painting,
puppetry etc. which are internationally recognized. However, cultural and commercial recognisability of Rajasthan's
handicrafts does not necessarily lead to economic development of the artisans involved in the manufacturing of it.
Issues related to market access, intermediaries, commercialisation, social discrimination, digital participation,
linkages with tourism and variations among the craft clusters have been identified in the context of research about
Rajasthani artisanal products (Garg & Walia 2018, 2019, Pandey 2019, Singh 2022, Mathur et al. 2024). This makes
an important difference between the value of the handicraft in the market and the value that is actually realised by
the handi-worker.

The literature emerging thus, therefore, calls for a paradigm-shift from the mere notion of artisans as guardians of
traditional knowledge to the notion of micro-entrepreneurs in a complex entrepreneurial ecosystem. There are
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several interrelated aspects that affect their economic opportunities: market and digital-skills, access to finance,
entrepreneurial and psychological agency, production resources, infrastructure,-skil_lis, institutions and-external -
opportunities like tourism. Moreover, economic advancement should not be just determined by income generation.
All of these — stable livelihoods, decision-making autonomy, bargaining power, social recognition, self-confidence,
resilience, and less reliance on intermediaries —are equally relevant outcomes. A conceptual paper is prepared which
brings together the scattered literature in this regard, to explain the relationship between the conditions of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem and the economic status of handicraft artisan entrepreneurs in Rajasthan.

Research Objectives

1. To conceptually explore the key market, financial, personal, production, technological and institutional
determinants affecting economic fortunes of the artisans engaged in handicraft activities in Rajasthan.

2. To form a conceptual framework that explains how the entrepreneurship skills and the enabling environment
can be effective to make the traditional handicraft activity into sustainable artisan entrepreneurial activity

Research Significance

The value of the paper is that it seeks to transcend a silo mentality that assumes that handicraft artisans have certain
problems, but nowhere in the paper does it connect these problems. Current research often tends to focus on
specific crafts, specific geographical groups, women artisans, marketing challenges, tourism, digitalisation, or specific
institutional initiatives. These studies can offer important insights, but are hard to interpret when it comes to
understanding the interactions between the various constraints in shaping entrepreneurial outcomes. In the present
paper, we synthesize these and envision artisans as micro-entrepreneurs for whom the economic conditions rely on
the interplay of markets, finance, personal agency, production systems, skills, technology and institutions. In the
context of Rajasthan, this is especially applicable for the diversity of the craft clusters, and traditional production
methods sharing space with emerging tourism, digital and e-commerce opportunities. The framework can be used
by researchers to create empirical models and by policymakers and development institutions to move from single
sector assistance programmes to a holistic approach to artisan-enterprise development.

Research Methodology

The type of research design used is conceptual and literature search. It compiles literature on relevant aspects of
handicraft entrepreneurship, artisan livelihoods, marketing, finances, digitalisation, production constraints,
institutional support, tourism, socio-economic empowerment and sustainability with a special focus on studies
relevant to Rajasthan and similar craft contexts in India. The literature is themed to highlight the common
determinants, relation, enabling mechanisms, and gaps in understanding. No primary data collection nor any
statistical hypothesis testing is carried out, rather, the synthesis process is engaged which serves to develop an
integrated conceptual framework in understanding the economic prospects of artisan entrepreneurs.

Review of Literature and Conceptual Development

e  Artisan Entrepreneurship and the Multidimensional Nature of Economic Prospects

The development of handicrafts is traditionally viewed from the perspective of employment, production or income.
But current literature on the topic of artisan entrepreneurship suggests that these are only part of the picture in
regard to economic progress. Involvement in production by artisans does not always mean that they have an income
control, higher bargaining power, household autonomy or sustainable livelihood security.

Anil et al. (2023) in their study on micro-entrepreneurship in the handicraft sector in India highlighted the need to
recognise and voice the artisans more. This is especially significant for artisans, who often are invisible to the
economy even though their work can become quite marketable. Likewise, Dalal and Bhattacharya (2024) made an
attempt to look at the sustainable handicraft livelihoods problems from multifaceted aspects which focuses on the
livelihood resilience, dignity, decision authority, confidence, and reinvestment capacity in enterprise activities.

This multi-faceted understanding is further reinforced by the context of the Rajasthan. In the study of Sahaj Crafts
in Western Rajasthan conducted by the authors of the present study (Mehra et al. 2019), handicrafts activity was
related to poverty alleviation as a whole. Similarly, Pandey (2019) using her research on social discrimination of
handicraft artisans in Udaipur, also showed the relevance of the social aspect of craft livelihood. These studies
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indicate that artisan entrepreneurship is part of the social structures and it is not. possmle to explaln the attitudes
and practices of artisans by the classical financial parameters alone. . —
In keeping with this, the present conceptualisation considers economic prospects as a multldlmen5|onal trait that
includes economic achievements and income security, livelihood resilience, decision making-power, social status,
self-esteem and self-confidence, bargaining power, entrepreneurship continuity and diminished reliance on
intermediaries. Hence, sustainable artisan entrepreneurship can be seen as the ability to not just create handicrafts,
but to have more control in terms of the economic value created by the craft activity.

e  Market Access, Commercialisation and Value Capture

Among the most recurrent difficulties faced by the artisan entrepreneurs are market related issues. It is not sufficient
to guarantee the production of socially unique products for the artisans to have access to profitable markets. The
final amount of value to the producer will be determined by the ability to identify customers, understand prices,
differentiate products, create brand names, negotiate effectively, and choose the right channels of distribution.

An examination of the barriers faced by the artisans of Rajasthan for selling handicrafts through urban haats by Garg
and Walia (2018) showed that physical access to a selling platform is not enough to establish the other obstacles.
Attri and Bairagi (2022) also investigated on marketing problems of the handicrafts and handlooms in India. Tiwari
and Sharma (2022) correlated the entrepreneur models to marketing of handicraft products, thus confirming that
the marketing of handicraft products is not a post-production process, but a part of the entrepreneurial process.
The commercialisation process brings benefits and challenges. Singh (2023), in his study on the commercialisation
process of handmade products in Rajasthan, highlights the shift of craft products out of the traditional production
system into the wider market. This shift can affect demand and business opportunities, but the artisans may not be
able to capture the value of this shift if the branding and pricing information, customer relationships and distribution
channels are still in the hands of intermediaries.

Therefore, it is important to differentiate market access from market empowerment. An artisan can, in theory, be
involved in a market, have limited knowledge about the end prices, very little bargaining power and influence over
product positioning and a high reliance on middlemen. For the development of sustainable enterprises, a market
capability is needed to shift the artisans from being passive participants to active value capture.

e Digitalisation and Emerging Market Opportunities

The geographical isolation that has been linked with an artisan business for centuries is being overcome with Digital
Transformation. Artisans can access new markets and decrease their reliance on the middleman with the use of e-
commerce platforms, social media, digital payment methods, online catalogues, and direct communication with
customers.

Mathur et al (2024) studied the application of Marketing through the e-commerce and social media in the handicraft
industry in the context of Jaipur district. The study shows that the digital spaces are increasingly becoming relevant
in the craft economy of Rajasthan. Similarly, Vyas et al. (2024) show that digitalisation can be strategically relevant
in the context of Karan Handicraft as a craft enterprise tries to expand its business. Yadav et al. (2022) also situate
digitalisation in the context of policies and initiatives aimed at benefiting artisans and promoting handicrafts.
Digital access does NOT mean digital capability, however. Having a smartphone or using a platform is not enough to
equip an artisan with the skills to take product photos, prepare catalogues, price products, process digital payments,
communicate with customers, manage logistics, promote on the web and repeat sell. The potential of digitalisation
to reproduce existing inequalities is therefore clear when technologically savvy entrepreneurs profit at the expense
of the artisans who have less education, digital skills, infrastructure and language skills.

Digitalisation should then be understood as an entrepreneurial ability and not only a mere technology
implementation. It will depend on the ability of artisans to use technology autonomously and strategically to achieve
market visibility, create customer relationship, improve the price realisation process and eliminate the excessive
dependence on intermediaries in the economic prospects.

e  Financial Accessibility and Enterprise Sustainability

Another basic obstacle to the development of craft based business is financial limitations. But artisan entrepreneurs
need working capital for the purchase of raw material, tools, workforce, stock, transportation, marketing and
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participation in exhibitions or market. Liquidity difficulties are exacerbated by,irr‘egular»,sales and by seasonal
demand. - = —
Limited documentation and collateral are important factors in limiting access to formal institutional credit, especially
in informal and household-based businesses, where financial vulnerability is also a critical issue. Artisans will thus
rely on borrowed money, intermediaries, contractors, traders, or their personal savings. These agreements can make
cash available immediately, but can also reduce the bargaining power and economic reliance.

The ability to access financial resources should be considered not only in terms of availability of credit but also other
factors. Financial inclusion is not just about having access to credit, but also its affordability, the awareness of
available schemes, the ability to be documented, the availability of working capital, the ability to access credit, the
stability of income and the ability to use the financial resources productively. Even if a craft is commercially
successful, financial limitations can combine with an increasing price for inputs and fluctuating market demand and
make it economically unsustainable.

The conceptual connection between finance and economic prospects is thus a two-way street. Better financial
capability can lead to better raw material, technology, design, inventory, digitalisation, market development and
market performance, while better market performance can lead to better cash flow and reinvestment capacity. In
contrast, poor finances may inhibit production and marketing at the same time, leading to a vicious circle of low
investment, low bargaining power and low economic returns.

e  Personal and Entrepreneurial Agency

Artisan entrepreneurs' economic opportunities also depend on personal and psychological (PS) capabilities. The
ability of an artisan to identify and take advantage of entrepreneurial opportunities depends on the following factors:
experience, motivation, risk bearing capacity, self-confidence, information access, mobility and autonomy in
decision making.

This aspect is especially relevant in regard to women artisans. Not all participation in handicraft production equates
with economic empowerment, as incomes are controlled by other members of the household, mobility is limited,
unpaid labour by the household is not recognised, and women have limited decision-making power on enterprise
decisions. Strengthening the need to look at economic participation in addition to control over earnings and
household decision making, Bhaskar et al. (2025) study women workers in small and cottage industries in the district
of Jaipur.

Entrepreneurial agency then, is the means by which external opportunities are translated into external outcomes.
Artisans with the same technical capabilities and resources make different economic outcomes due to the various
factors of information, confidence, risk propensity, social networks, mobility, and negotiation. As such,
entrepreneurial agency connects individual capacities to the market and institutional environment.

e Production Constraints, Raw Materials and Infrastructure

The core element of handicraft entrepreneurship is still the production capacity. The ability of artisans to produce
consistently and meet market demands hinges on raw-material availability, availability of raw-material quality, raw-
material pricing, tools, available workspace, technology, labour availability, design capacity and common
infrastructure.

In their study on problems of artisans in Rajasthan, Garg and Walia (2019) highlight the multi-faceted of constraints
faced by the artisans. The study conducted by Vansit and Sheoran (2022) also offers a wider survey of the state of
handicrafts in Rajasthan and underlines the need to look at the various crafts and regions and not to assume the
homogeneity of the artisan economy in the state.

Production constraints are closely related to marketing and finance. High raw material prices impose financial
pressures, poor working capital restricts bulk purchases, old technology impacts productivity, poor infrastructure
stifles scale and product quality is inconsistent, which impacts on competitiveness in the market. Therefore, any
production challenges cannot be viewed as stand-alone technical issues. These are components of a larger
entrepreneurial ecosystem that affects viability of enterprises.

Some of these drawbacks can potentially be overcome by cluster-based solutions via common facilities, joint
procurement, training, design support, technological support, and collective market institutions. However, the
advantages of cluster mechanisms are likely to be contingent on accessibility and inclusion. Technically available,
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but not accessible institutional arrangements to smaller and marglnallsed artlsans -or female artisans or
geographically isolated artisans may have minimal developmental effects. ; —

e Institutional Support, Skills and Sustainable Craft Enterprise N

Handicraft entrepreneurship will be sustainable if there is interaction between the |nd|V|duaI s ability to produce
handicraft and the support system of the institution. Intermediating institutions such as government programmes,
training institutions, cooperatives, self-help groups, NGOs, cluster organizations, tourism networks, export
organizations and other intermediating institutions can enhance access to skills, finances, technology, markets and
information.

Banerjee and Mazzarella (2022) presented a model for innovative design of craft-based businesses in India which
underlines the need for transformation and enterprise thinking in crafts. This is significant because the preservation
and commercial sustainability need not be incompatible goals. Craft enterprises might be able to meet consumer
needs through the appropriate use of innovation, preserving the knowledge and culture that is reflected in the
enterprise's production.

One of the key enabling conditions in particular is education and skill development. Formal Education can enhance
financial literacy, information management, communication and documentation, and adoption of digital skills
whereas craft skill has an impact on the Quality, innovation, differentiation, and cultural value of the final product.
The juxtaposition of traditional skills and modern entrepreneurial qualities is, therefore, likely to make a difference
to whether or not artisans can make a successful transition to modernity.

The term sustainability should be understood in the broadest possible terms. Choudhary and Mishra (2022) associate
Indian handicrafts with sustainable utilitarian consumption and the broader literature is increasingly associating craft
sustainability with economic continuity, knowledge continuity, social dignity, and artisan's control over change. If
the artisan who makes the craft is not able to sustain his/her livelihood, then the craft itself is not considered
sustainable.

e  Tourism, Cultural Heritage and Entrepreneurial Opportunity in Rajasthan

Rajasthan's handicraft industry is presented with a great external opportunity in the tourism sector as cultural
heritage is a major part of the state's tourism brand. Markets for local crafts, demonstrations, workshops, cultural
experiences and direct producer-consumer interaction can be created based on tourist demand.

Bhaskar et al., (2024) have explored the employment potential of tourism especially in the state of Rajasthan.
Similarly, Paliwal and Sharma (2023) conducted a study on the impact of sustainable tourism on the development of
the handicraft industry of Rajasthan. Paliwal et al. (2025) further explore the link and investigate fashion tourism as
a catalyst for socio-economic transformation in Rajasthan.

However, tourism is to be considered a 'conditional' business opportunity and not a 'business opportunity'. The
benefits are dependent on tourist numbers, seasonality, location, visibility and cultural interpretation of the product,
market organisation and crucially, the amount of tourist spending that stays with the producer. Artisans may also
see a rise in production but not a commensurate improvement in economic opportunities if the demand for tourism
is largely mediated through retailers and/or other intermediaries.

Incorporating handicrafts into responsible and sustainable tourism, therefore, demands mechanisms to step up the
visibility of handicrafts, the authenticity of the stories, the demonstration of handicraft skills, the involvement of
tourists in them, the transparency in pricing and greater participation of artisans in tourism value chains.

Proposed Conceptual Framework

The economic potential of the handicraft artisan entrepreneurs can be conceptualised in four interconnected
determinant domains that are evident from the review of the literature is as follows:
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The framework focuses on interaction and not on single cause. Digital platforms are not very useful in the absence
of digital skills; access to finance does not have much impact if there are no market opportunities; better production
is not very useful without proper pricing and market linkages; and so is the demand for tourism without
intermediaries' dependency. Sustainable artisan entrepreneurship is then born out of multiple alignment of the
different ecosystem components.

Conclusion

The handicraft entrepreneurship in Rajasthan has significant economic potential due to a range of factors such as
being culturally embedded, having a wide variety of craft traditions, being desirable for tourists, providing
employment in rural areas, and the growth of national markets and digital markets. But valuable craft traditions do
not necessarily lead to economically empowered artisans. The literature has shown that artisan businesses are
situated in a complex web of market constraints, financial fragility, personal, social, production and technological
constraints, and institutional arrangements.

The paper concludes that the main developmental challenge is not only to preserve or foster the handicrafts but to
transform the skills of handicraft into sustainable entrepreneurial skills. Access to market should go along with
bargaining power and value capture; access to digital should go along with digital capability; financial schemes should
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be translated into used, affordable capital; production support should support s\frerjgtﬁ‘e‘hhag.th‘e_: quality and viability
of the enterprise; and tourism should create value for the producer and not only fo\r"‘ot\hers in the value chain.
One needs to be multidimensional when looking at economic opportunities. While inMe is relevant, there are
other elements of sustainable artisan entrepreneurship such as stable livelihoods, autono\ms(‘in decision making,
social recognition, self confidence, resilience, bargaining power, and less reliance on intermediaries. The conceptual
approach that is proposed in this paper, therefore, emphasizes the need for artisan entrepreneurs to be located at
the heart of an integrated entrepreneurial ecosystem, while also focusing on the interconnected nature of market
and digital capacities, financial access, entrepreneurial agency, and production and institutional capacity, as factors
that drive sustainable economic prospects. The proposed relationships can be empirically tested in the future in
various regions, genders, education levels and experience levels of Rajasthan.

Limitations

1. Itis not a test of the relations in the framework in an empirical fashion but rather a conceptual paper. The
findings of the paper are thus a synthesis of literature available on the subject and not statistically quantified
relationships of artisan entrepreneurs in Rajasthan.

2. Thereis a high level of diversity in the handicraft sector in terms of craft type, geographical location, gender and
enterprise structure, skill level and market orientation. For this reason, conceptual relationships can have a
significant difference from one craft cluster to another.

3. The focus of the framework is mainly economic and entrepreneurial aspects. Other cultural, environmental,
technologic and intergenerational concerns of craft preservation need to be explored in greater depth in future
studies.
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