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ABSTRACT 

 

Commodity value chain is a series of unequal exchanges among and within the nodes having gendered 

interaction of labour, household and resources. The commodity chain analysis acts as a link between the 

production line and the consumption line. We extend this value chain analysis in the context of fisheries, 

especially in the marine context. We identify the processes and actors in the fish value chain and locate 

women entrepreneur role in this matrix through an extant review of literature.  Various types of shocks 

felt at each process levels are identified in the value chain with specific focus on how women 

entrepreneurs perceive and respond to these shocks.   The length and the type of processes involved in 

the fish value chain varies based on the markets involved (local market only; international market only; 

both the local and international market); country; species of the fish; technology availability; domestic 

and international policies and regulations; fish availability; infrastructure availability etc. The actors in 

general and the women entrepreneur involved in the fish value chains at different process levels are 

subject to multiple vulnerabilities. The vulnerability may be political or regulatory (e.g. sudden change in 

domestic government norms), economic (e.g. increased number of competitors, increased international 

trade, international quality norms and standards), catch (e.g. over fishing, illegal and unregulated 

fishing, fish stock depletion), and technological (adaption of new technologies). Against the backdrop of 

these vulnerabilities, endowment of natural capital, physical capital, social capital, financial capital and 

human capital among the women entrepreneurs play important role in the resilience against the 

backdrop of these vulnerabilities. By studying the role of women as entrepreneurs in the fish value chain 

we intend to do twofold contribution. At the first level we identify the role of women entrepreneurs in the 

spectrum of fish value chain. Second, through the qualitative analysis based on interactions with the 

women entrepreneurs in Tamil Nadu and Kerala we identify the characteristic and evolution of women 

entrepreneurs in this value chain.  

Keywords: Commodity Value Chain Analysis, Women Entrepreneurship, Fisheries, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, 

India, Resilience, Vulnerability 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the major forces, demanding all the governments, economies, industries, companies across the 

world to rethink of the relevance of their past decisions and current practices in the future scenario, is 

the globalisation. Though it is believed that the seeds of globalisation were sowed way back in 1492 

itself, globalisation gained its momentum in the 20th century. Even though the entire world has been 

getting moulded by the globalisation since 1492, the driving forces and the impact of globalisation have 

been varying drastically across time, nations, industries, cultures, social strata and economic strata. In 

this decade of the 21st century, globalisation is hugely driven by four disruptive forces. First, the locus of 

the entire world’s economic activity is getting drifted towards east. It is expected that half of the world’s 
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GDP growth from 2010 to 2025 will be contributed by small and medium cities in the emerging markets. 

Second is the drastic hastening in the degree of gamut and economic impact of technology on people’s 

lives. Today, the disruptive force is not the change but it is the speed of change. The incredible 

revolution in the processing power, connectivity and data usage can be accounted for the accelerating 

speed of change that the technology has made in the people’s lives. Third, the world is getting aged. 

Especially, the developed countries are getting older much drastically. According to the European 

Commission, the size of the world’s working population is expected to fall from 54 million in 2010 to 36 

million in 2060. Fourth, the world is getting more connected with the movements of goods, services, 

people and information. Previously, Europe and North America used to be the major trading hub for the 

world, but nowadays sheer volumes of global movements are observed within the emerging economies 

thus making Asia as the world’s largest trading region. (Mckinsey,2015). This shows the importance of 

studying the impact of globalisation in the emerging markets.  

The most significant economic sector that the entire world is now looking at is the subsistence market. 

The subsistence markets are defined by their constrained resources, informal economy, limited 

information from the outer world, lack of infrastructure to develop and inaccessibility to education to 

grow (Maranz, 2001) and the dependence on natural resources as a main source of income is highly 

predominant. The subsistence markets are often referred to as ‘The Bottom of Pyramid’ (C.K.Prahalad, 

2005). It constitutes 4 billion people. In terms of income, the size of subsistence market is approximately 

about $5 trillion, with the largest being Asia with a 3$ trillion market (Saroja,2008). According to 

Mckinsey’s projections, by 2015, India’s subsistence market would be around 997 million i.e. around 

78% of the country’s population. India being the largest growing economies in the world, it is of 

significant importance to study about the impact of globalisation on the subsistence markets of India, 

which comprises of 997 million people (approx 78% of the population). Because of the huge size of 

subsistence market, it has been considered as a highly potential market for the food industry (World 

Resource Institute, 2008). Following this fact, so many studies have been conducted to study 

subsistence market as an untapped potential market and how the globalisation has its impact on this 

market i.e. often the world has explored subsistence economy, considering it as the last 

member(consumer) in the value chain but to alleviate poverty, the subsistence market has to be viewed 

as the producer, processor and distributor (Karnani,2007); the presence of subsistence market has to be 

viewed across the value chain, but the perspective of exploring subsistence market across the entire 

value chain remains fresh and unexplored.  

Across the world, 70% of the world’s subsistence market population comprises of women.  Fisheries are 

one of the best examples for subsistence market, where the people depend on the natural resource 

(fish) for their survival. In fisheries, women are accounted for 19% of the workforce in primary 

production, more than 90% of the workforce in processing activities and 50% of the overall workforce in 

the fisheries sector across the value chain (FAO, 2014). Many studies have been done on the women in 

the Indian fishing communities, these studies have explored women as the workforce, employees, but 

studying the women as the empowered entrepreneurs in the fishing communities and the future scope 

for women entrepreneurs in the fishing communities is untouched but vital.  

In this context, in this paper we analyse the role played by women entrepreneurs in the spectrum of fish 

value chain and explain the characteristics of women entrepreneurs against the trending globalisation 

shocks- resilience and vulnerability of women entrepreneurs in the fish value chain and how these 

characteristics are evolved. The paper is structured in the following way. In the next section of the paper 
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we review the extant literature. The research question and theoretical framework applied in this 

research is discussed in the subsequent section. In section four we discuss the data collection and 

analysis methods. The results obtained and the inferences made out of the results are discussed in 

penultimate section. We conclude the paper in final section.  

Fish Value Chain, Women Entrepreneur and their Resilience to Vulnerability: A REVIEW 

Fish Value Chain 

 The world is getting functionally integrated i.e. the world is moving from the stage where the economic 

operations of a business are scattered over many countries (international) to a stage where the entire 

worldtightly integrated and local economy, national economy and global economy are no more 

completely distinct. So in order to study the impact of this rapid change, a new theory was formulated, 

which is called Global Value Chain (Timothy, 2008). Many of the empirical researches on fisheries have 

done keeping Global value chain as the base theoretical framework. There is another set of empirical 

researches on fisheries, based on Feminist Commodity Chain. According to the Feminist Commodity 

Chain, each node in the commodity chain is not just node; it acts as a centre of interaction for the 

players within the nodes, among the nodes and across the different commodity chains and hence 

Feminist Commodity Theory explains nuances in the relationship among the commodity chains, women 

and households. It helps to engender the activities happening across the commodity chain (Dunaway, 

2001). Commodity chain analysis has been used to understand the gendered divisions of labour and the 

social binding associated with the fish value chain from the stage of production to consumption (Hapke, 

2012). The simplest fish value chain consists of four main stages: production, processing, marketing and 

consumption. But the stages in the fish value chain and the length of the fish value chain varies 

according to the market served (local market, regional market, international market), type of fish (low 

value, average value, high value, export value), type of application (animal food, human food), type of 

fisherman (with traditional craft, with motorized craft, with trawlers) and the type of fishing (marine 

fishing, freshwater fishing, brackish water fishing, aquaculture) and hence the fish value chain gets into a 

complex network of actors and processes (Oxfam Report). Figure 1 shows the complex nature of fish 

value chain. 

Women Entrepreneurs 

The contribution of women in fisheries is phenomenal, but often their contribution becomes invisible, 

hence bringing the gender factor in analysing the fish value chain helps to understand how much the 

fish value chain depends on the complexities of gendered division of labour (Williams, 2012) and it is 

very well explained in the case studies conducted by Hapke.  For a healthy economic development of a 

sector, gender equality and entrepreneurship are very crucial factors (Sarfaraz, 2014). In case fisheries, 

the women in fisheries are well studied but the status of women entrepreneurs in fisheries have to be 

explored more to bring policies to encourage gendered empowerment in fisheries. There are many 

successful women entrepreneurs in fisheries all over the world, for example in Japan, women also 

participate in sea diving activity; in Korea, women are the only sea divers allowed by the government 

(Williams, 2012), even in Tamil Nadu, India, many successful women entrepreneurs are there in the 

fisheries sector Shanti, 2010). In spite of crucial role played by women, often the category of women 

employees, women entrepreneurs are ignored and overlooked during the time of policy making (Santos, 

2015).  
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Figure1 Fish Value Chain 

In this research, the nodes considered are production, processing and marketing to understand the role 

of women entrepreneurs in the fish value chain. Here under each level, the women entrepreneurs are 

studied across the spectrum where the one end forms the women entrepreneurs operating in a small 

scale, predominantly involving manual labour serving the local market; the other end where the women 

entrepreneurs operate in a very large scale with highly mechanized operations serving all the markets 

and the mediocre women entrepreneurs with certain degree of mechanization and manual labour 

serving the regional and local markets. 

Resilience/vulnerability 

 To understand the resilience/vulnerability of women entrepreneurs in fisheries, it is not enough to 

study the gender impact as a solitary factor, but it has to be studied along with the background life story 

of the women entrepreneurs (Williams, 2012). Hence it is very important to understand the social 

capital (association with relatives, friends, neighbours, similar women entrepreneurs, members in 

association), human capital (education, experience, expertise, interest, level of self motivation, will 

power, mental health, physical health etc), financial capital (recurrent income, non-recurrent income, 
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savings, credit facilities available) natural capital (land owned, fish stock, licence) and physical capital 

(own house, boat, technologically advanced equipments, lease facilities, own vehicle, road facilities, 

access to infrastructure and other processing facilities), so that the influences of these factors in bringing 

resilience/vulnerability in women life can be very well understood. Hapke (2010) has studied the role 

played by these factors in the lives of women involved in fisheries using a combination of sustainable 

livelihood approach and feminist commodity chains. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

This paper focuses on understanding the role of women entrepreneurs in the spectrum of fish value 

chain, what are the shocks faced by the women entrepreneurs operating at the each stage of the value 

chain, how the background factors such as human capital, physical capital, social capital, financial 

capital, natural capital etc influence their resilience/vulnerability against these shocks; what kind of 

strategies the women entrepreneurs use to be resilient against the shocks i.e. to be resilient , do they 

move up the value chain, or move down the value chain or do they move across the value chain 

 

 

Figure2 Research Question 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This paper uses a synthesisof value chain analysis and Boserup’s conditions for economic growth 

theories. 

 

 

Value Chain Analysis 

 The rationale for using the value chain analysis and the relevance of this theory in the context has been 

explained in the previous sections. In this paper, fish value chain is used as the base skeletal framework 

to understand the evolution of women entrepreneurship in the fisheries, the role played by women 

entrepreneurs in the current scenario, the nature of movement that the women entrepreneurs make 

across the length and width of the value chain to be resilient in spite of various shocks. 

Boserup’s conditions for growth theory 

In the world, there are different set of activities (systems) performed. With increase in population, the 

economic activities get intensified. Changes in the technological factors/socio-ecological factors can 

drive the people to change their system of activities to of more intensified ones. These factors either 

bring the some change within the system (make of tools) or change the system of operation itself (kind 

of tool). In Boserup’s work on “Conditions for Growth”, she talked about how the technical change could 

bring changes in the way the agriculture has been done for a long time. She classified the agricultural 

change based on these technical advancements into three categories. In the first case, she talked about 

the agricultural change, which had brought changes in the kind of tool the agricultural communities 

used e.g. changing from the usage of digging stick to the hoe and then from hoe to the ploughing 

system, but they continued to use the primitive makes of these tools. In the second case, she talked 

about the agricultural change because of technology, where the agricultural commodities not alone 

changed the kind of tools but also the make of tools. In the third case, she talked about the agricultural 

change where the communities kept on upgrading the make of tools (e.g. from home made tools to 

artisan or company made tools) but did not change the kind of tools at all. 

In the given empirical context, where the resilience of women entrepreneurs in the fisheries is studied, 

Boserup’s theory can very well be grounded.In the commodity chain analysis, three main processes are 

considered under fish value chain, such as production, processing and marketing. In this paper, based on 

the Boserup’s theory, the characteristics of the movement of women entrepreneurs across the fish 

value chain in response to various external factors and shocks are studied. The idea of classifying the 

changes under the categories called ‘kind of tools’ and ‘make of tools’ is applied in this study. In the fish 

value chain, at each node, an activity is performed across a spectrum of entrepreneurs backed with 

highly mechanized process with very limited technology to highly automated process with high end 

technology e.g. the fisherman can either use either the home made fish nets to catch the fish or they 

can buy a company made sophisticated fish net.  This scenario mimics the ‘make of tools’ scenario in the 

Boserup’s theory. Similarly, there are a long chain of nodes involved in the fish value chain and moving 

across these nodes mimics the ‘kind of tools’ scenario in the Boserup’s theory.Under each node, a 

spectrum of entrepreneurs exists from a woman entrepreneur who does a small scale labour intensive 

business operations to a woman entrepreneur who does a large scale business operations with high 
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level of mechanization. The movement of women entrepreneurs across this spectrum depends on so 

many technological and socio/ecological factors such as gendered division of labour in the household, 

social capital, physical capital, human capital, natural capital, financial capital etc.These factors not only 

enable the women entrepreneurs to move across the spectrum but influence the other technological/ 

socio-ecological factors. 

 

 

                     Figure3 Boserup’s Theory in Fisheries Context 

In horizontal space you have fish value chain (which is ‘kind’ of activities). In vertical space you have 

spectrum of ‘methods’ to do the activity. Therefore, ‘growth’ in Boserupian term would be moving from 

one kind of activity to another as well as moving from one ‘method’ to another or both. This is what we 

intend to do in this paper.  

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

The various roles involved in the fish value chain were studied from the literature. Among all the roles 

identified, to find out the roles that are currently played by the women entrepreneurs in the fish value 

chain, expert interviews were conducted and based on the expert interviews, the scope of the study was 

limited to processing and marketing nodes. Finally, to understand the evolution, movement and the 

resilience/vulnerability of women entrepreneurs, case studies were conducted in two coastal districts of 
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India – Kochi, Kerala and Cuddalore, Tamil Nadu. In Kochi, 8 and in Cuddalore, 6 women entrepreneurs 

playing in the processing and marketing nodes of the fish value chain were studied. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

The qualitative data collected from the case studies show that there exists a system of coexistence 

where all kind of business operations across a spectrum coexist, because they have very well defined 

boundaries in terms of volumes, operations, markets and customers. An interesting finding from the 

case study is that, in this field especially in the processing and marketing nodes, all the business 

transactions across the spectrum and nodes happen fairly in an unbiased manner irrespective of the 

gender. In spite of this, women from the younger generation are less interested to get into this business 

mainly because of the intensive labour that this industry demands. But the women operating in this 

space are highly resilient against all kinds of shocks. The market structure and the informal lending 

system make the women entrepreneurs resilient in this cyclical business. To ensure resilience, numerous 

strategies are used such as having multiple product lines, multiple geographic markets and also involving 

in movement across the spectrum or across the nodes. Even though movement across the nodes 

happen, the movement across the spectrum is seem to be highly frequent among the women 

entrepreneurs in fisheries and the direction of the movement depends on the kind of coping 

mechanisms (capitals) that the women entrepreneurs are possessed with.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE SCOPE 

This study was focussed only on the women entrepreneurs operating in the processing and marketing 

space of the fisheries in the coastal areas. In the future, this study can be extended to understand the 

evolution and resilience of women entrepreneurs operating in the production space; landlocked areas 

and landlocked countries to get a holistic picture of the position of women entrepreneurs in the world 

fisheries. 
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