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A
numita Mukherjee, 
a Durgapur-based 
media profession-
al, was looking for 
freelance opportu-
nities following a 

year-long break. A job with a 
good salary and flexible hours 
wasn’t easy to find through 
usual channels. Finally, a friend 
pointed her to a website that 
helps women like her find jobs.

From Chandigarh and Kochi 
to Ahmedabad and Durgapur, 
women in smaller towns are go-
ing online to find work, espe-
cially if  they’ve taken a break. 
Startups such as Sheroes, Her-
SecondInnings, JobsForHer, 
ElasticJobs and Avtar I-Win are 
helping women in small towns 
find jobs with flexible hours and 
salaries commensurate with 
their skills and qualifications

A lot of  the jobs on offer, 
such as technical writing, cod-
ing and testing, and design, al-
low remote working, so a wom-
an in Siliguri can work for a 
company in Mumbai quite eas-
ily. Companies too are open to 
such arrangements as it solves 
their resource crunch problem 
and reduces establishment cost.

“Women are often forced to 
give up their careers due to vari-
ous obligations and commit-
ments,” says Mukherjee. “Wom-

en like me, who live in non-met-
ros, have very few options. But 
we want to earn a living and feel 
a sense of  fulfilment just as 
much as anyone else,” she says.

That’s the kind of  sentiment 
that pushed Neha Bagaria to 
start her company JobsForHer 
in Bengaluru in 2015. The 
Wharton graduate had taken a 

break to raise her two children, 
and realized that a lot of  moth-
ers like her wanted to get back 
to work but didn’t know how. 
“We connect women on a career 
break with job opportunities 
ranging from full-time, part-
time, work-from-home to free-
lance,” says Bagaria. The start-
up charges companies for pro-
moting jobs on its website.

Women in tier two and three 
cities are also looking online 
for better opportunities and 
pay. Priti Sharma, a designer 
based in Ranikhet in Uttara-
khand, found that most compa-
nies offered her less pay than 
her counterparts in metros. 
She signed up with a startup 
and got a job that paid accord-
ing to her qualifications.

According to industry esti-
mates, there are over 300 mil-
lion women looking to enter 
workforce across the country. 
Technology has played a vital 
role in enabling women in 
small towns to gain an equal 
footing in the Indian workforce. 
“Now any educated and quali-
fied woman, who was previ-

ously constrained by geogra-
phy, has the ability to become 
gainfully employed while work-
ing from home,” says Bagaria.

Working from home is catch-
ing on in tier two and three cities 
and the demand for jobs is high-
er in northern, western and 
southern India. Women — espe-
cially between 24 and 40 years 
— are able to earn Rs 3 lakh to 
Rs 4 lakh per annum working 
from home. For highly skilled 
software jobs, the income is 
higher. “They can earn Rs10,000 
to Rs1,00,000 per assignment or 
per month, depending on their 
capability,” says Manjula Dhar-
malingam, director,  Her-
SecondInnings, a job portal for 
women, based in Bengaluru.

Sheroes founder and CEO 
Sairee Chahal says, “At our hel-
pline, most queries revolve 
around work from home options. 
In small towns, where people 
have fewer career options, work-
ing from home provides them 
with possibilities that help them 
stay connected with the corpo-
rate world or start something 
new.” Sheroes gets applications 
from cities ranging from Port 
Blair in the Andamans to Ludhi-
ana in Punjab.

Employers pay women ei-
ther on a job basis (payment is 
made on completion of  a job) or 
give them a retainer (one gets 
a small, fixed amount every 
month and more if  there is a 
job). Basic services are free for 
both job providers and job seek-
ers, and the portals screen jobs 
before posting them.

“Only jobs those that pass our 
screening are allowed on Elastic-
jobs. We filter out all junk and 
present our users good, quality 
jobs,” says Abhishek Bagaria, 
CEO, ElasticJobs, based in Kol-
kata. “We also hold counselling 
sessions to understand skills, 
interest areas and constraints of  
the candidates. Based on this, we 
suggest job options or training, 
if  needed,” he says.

Flexi-work may not seem, on 
the face of  it, to be a long-term 
option, but women have found it 
to be a stable and sustainable 
source of  income. “Flexi-work 
opens the door for women to ex-
plore multiple avenues to earn 
money as well as to realise their 
passion and explore their career 
journey,” Dharmalingam says.

Women in non-metros are finding well-paying, flexi-hour job options online
THE ACCELERATOR: ZONE STARTUPS INDIA

The idea: After a stint as a business 
consultant in Tanzania, Ajay 
Ramasubramanian worked with the 
Government of Ontario, Canada. During 
a meeting with the president of Toronto-

based Ryerson 
Futures on a 
business programme 
in India, the idea of 
an incubator cropped 
up. Sheldon Levy, 
then president of 
Ryerson University, 
Matt Saunders, 
president of Ryerson 

Futures, and Ambarish Datta, MD and 
CEO, BSE Institute, came together 
to set up Zone Startups India 
(ZSI). Ramasubramanian 
manages operations in India.

Benefits to startups: Suitable 
for early stage technology 
companies that are beyond a 
proof-of-concept phase. Its focus is on 
tech-enabled banking financial services 
and insurance solutions, artificial 
intelligence, virtual/augmented reality, 
IoT devices, edu-tech, health-tech, big 
data and analytics, and social 

innovations. It helps startups bag early 
customers, and has peer-to-peer 
sessions, mentor workshops, community 
events, industry visits and investor 
meets. It also runs special programmes 
like empoWer for women entrepreneurs 
and Gateway91 to support international 
startups entering India.

USP: “We are the only standalone 
startup accelerator in India to be 
accredited by National Science and 
Technology Entrepreneurship 
Development Board. Unlike most 
accelerators, we have an ongoing intake 
of startups. We work with each selected 

startup individually, helping set 
milestones and achieve them,” 

says Ramasubramanian.

Progress: Taken in 106 startups 
of which 40 have raised funds 

of $35 million

Success stories: BabyChakra 
founded by Naiyya Saggi raised $6 

million in Octover 2016, CitrusPay and 
Konotor were among the many winners 
of the Next BIG Idea Contest conducted 
by ZSI. Konotor went on to be acquired 
by Freshdesk.

STARTUPS TAP INTO FEMALE 
WORKFORCE IN SMALL TOWNS

Matchmaking startups 
tap into political ideas

Started: 
February 

2014

GIVING WINGS TO IDEAS

SPOTLIGHT

Zone Startups has taken in and incubated 106 startups of which more than 40 have 
raised funds of $35 million

QI
t’s not just queries about immi-
gration to Canada that have 
gone up in the US. After Donald 
Trump was elected president, 

an online dating app that connects 
Canadians and Americans, has 
been inundated with new users.

The app, Maple Match, said it 
would link Americans with a Ca-
nadian partner to save them from 
the “unfathomable horror” of  a 
Trump presidency. “We’re build-
ing bridges when people are talk-
ing about building walls and our 
users like that,” founder Joe Gold-
man told The Economist.

Another startup, TrumpSingles.
com, makes it easier for Trump sup-
porters to find one another. The 
site’s earliest users were in Los An-
geles, New York and Philadelphia, 
which are Democratic strongholds, 
but it now has users are in every 
state. Its founder David Goss and 
his team approve each of  the site’s 

26,000 users to weed out trolls.
Since online giants such as 

Match, Bumble and Tinder cater to 
everyone, these niche dating sites 
aim for those with specific life-
styles. Entrepreneurs now see op-
portunity in ideological matchmak-
ing as political preferences can be 
a romantic deal-breaker.

Making money is difficult, how-
ever, reports The Economist as it’s 
hard for new businesses to charge 
subscription fees while building 
brand awareness. Conservative-
sOnly temporarily suspended its 
fees during the election cycle to 
drive traffic. Not every site will 
survive as building a business 
around a failed candidate can be 
tricky. BernieSingles, which 
brought together fans of  presiden-
tial hopeful Bernie Sanders is on 
a break and plans to re-launch as 
a site for progressive singles. 

FOR MORE ECONOMIST.COM

This is a column on India's most vibrant startup 
incubators and accelerators. These institutions 

are playing a vital role in mentoring and advising 
young and first-time entrepreneurs

G
ururaj Deshpande, or ‘Desh’ as 
he is popularly known, is an 
entrepreneur, venture capital-
ist and philanthropist. He is 

best known for having started and 
taken three multi-billion dollar com-
panies public. He spends his time be-
tween the Deshpande Centre for Inno-
vation at MIT and the Deshpande 
Foundation in Hubballi, Karnataka. 
He recently announced that his founda-
tion was building India’s largest incu-
bator for startups in Hubballi. He tells 
Shalina Pillai why the country needs 
more small-time entrepreneurs from 
small towns across the country.

What was the idea behind Deshpande 
Foundation in the US and Hubballi?
I left India in 1973. I went to Canada, 
did my masters, then PhD, became a 
professor, an executive, an entrepre-
neur. In 2000, I joined the MIT board 
in Boston and we started a techno-
logical innovation centre. The idea 
was innovation plus relevance equals 
impact. You start with an idea the 
world hasn’t seen and direct it to a 
burning problem and that has an im-
pact. That was successful in the US. 
Ten years ago, we decided to do social 
innovation in India. Here, relevance 
plus innovation equals impact. You 
start with a deep understanding of  
problem and the idea to solve the prob-
lem has to be co-created with the peo-
ple who need it and you have to build 
the capacity to spread the solution. 
We picked Hubballi because 
my dad is here. We started 10 
years ago, and have put in 
Rs 200 crore so far. We prob-
ably need a lot more. This is 
not an experiment.

Since 2008, when Deshpande 
Foundation started its 
Sandbox Startups incubator 
programme, what 
evolution have you 
seen in 
entrepreneurs 
from smaller 
regions?
A lot of  it is 
building the 
right mindset 
for people. Ten 
years ago, eve-
r yo n e  wo u l d 
have asked me, 
‘What are you 

going to do for me? We don’t have wa-
ter or electricity.’ Every problem was 
somebody else’s problem. Now, you 
won’t hear that. Most of  them are say-
ing, ‘how do I solve this problem’. En-
trepreneurs are taking charge and 
owing their problems.

Wouldn’t it have been easier to build 
the biggest incubator in Bengaluru 
rather than a town like Hubballi?
In bigger cities, people are trying to 
solve problems for villagers and farm-
ers; their ability to succeed will be 
zero because the way they design the 
product would be different. You may 
design something for Rs 200, which 
you think is cheap but the customer 
may not. You have to be with your cus-
tomers. So building an incubator here 
made sense. There’s a lot of  entrepre-
neurial energy here.

T-Hub is backed by the Telangana 
government. Do other state 
governments need to get involved to 
build their startup ecosystems?
We are fortunate that we are funded 
by DST to some extent. Governments 
have to be careful not to get into the 
game of  picking winners and losers. 
Access to capital is always an issue. 
But when governments start setting 
up funds and decide who gets it, that’s 
a problem. You need somebody in be-
tween willing to take the risk, like 
angel investors or venture capitalists. 

The government can co-exist and 
make it easy for them.

Do we need more startup con-
ferences in Tier 2 and 3 cities?
We need to separate hype 
from reality. Digital India, 
Make in India, they are all 
hot right now. All these con-
ferences are okay if  you do 

it once in a while. But if  you 
keep doing it, you get profes-

sional conference-goers and 
nothing happens. A lot 

of  it is a cultural 
c h a n g e  a n d  i t 
doesn’t  happen 
over night. The 

further you go 
from Bengalu-

ru, Delhi or 
M u m b a i , 

the long-
er it will 
take.

10 yrs ago, every problem 
was somebody else’s

ROMANTIC DEALBREAKER? Many young people are looking at the political ideology 
of a potential partner before they decide whether or not to date the person

 I WANTED PEOPLE TO EXPERIMENT WITH THEIR CLOTHES BUSINESSES HADN’T CHANGED PAYMENTS FOR DECADES

DONE DEALS

The company: FASHION FIRST
The idea:  Zurova, online aggregator for fashion 
boutiques
How it struck:  Dehradun-based Ishita 
Sanghal Gupta travelled across 
the country while working as a 
marketing executive for her fam-
ily hotel business. “I noticed that 
people didn’t experiment with 
what they wore, and designers 
too said they couldn’t reach the 
right audience and sell,” she says. 
Since there weren’t many fashion por-
tals in 2012, she decided to launch a website 

connecting users with designers.
When it started:  December 2015

How it started: Gupta got all the design-
ers she had met during her travels on 

board. She ran the beta website for 
three months she got married and 
moved to Delhi. She re-launched 
operations from Delhi with 25 
designers.
Now:   The team of five people has 

aggregated 40 small and medium 
designers from across India. The 

company plans to start shipping to 
Dubai, Singapore, and Islamabad.

The company: TRACKING EXPENSES
The idea: Happay, expense management soft-
ware for businesses 
How it struck:   IIT Kharagpur room-
mates Anshul Rai and Vivek Rathi 
always wanted to start up. Anshul 
thought about building a Paypal-
like mobile payment platform.  
When it started: August 2012
How it started:  They quit Mi-
crosoft in June 2012 and worked 
on the app to help friends transfer 
money to one another with just text 
messages but as Happay grew, corporates 

approached them for help. “That’s when I 
realised that though the consumer payment 

landscape was seeing innovation, corporates 
were not being considered,” he says. 

They pivoted their model to a B2B 
model in 2014 to help corporates 
manage their corporate account 
and employee expense cards. 
Now: Happay works with more 
than 3,000 corporates across 

verticals like hospitals, restau-
rants chains and hotels. The team 

is 200 people strong and has raised 
$500,000 from Prime Venture Partners.

HOW I GOT MY STARTUP IDEA

FASHION FIRST: ISHITA SANGHAL GUPTA TRACKING EXPENSES: ANSHUL RAI

OTHERS WHO RAISED FUNDS
Capital Float ($2.5million), 91springboard ($1.5 million),
Hypertrack ($1.5 million), Zenatix Solutions ($1.2 million),
WanderTrails ($1 million), 48East ($500,000), The Inner 
Hour ($450,000),  MyHQ ($40,000), EduRev ($40,000)

CarTrade, Mumbai
Automobile horizontal 

listing platform;

$55 million
from Temasek and 

US family office

Source: Tracxn

F O U N D E R

Travel Triangle, Noida; Marketplace for traveler-agent 
communication for customized trip planning; founded 
by Sankalp Agarwal and Sanchit Garg; $10 million
from SAIF Partners, Bessemer Venture Partners, 
and RB Investments

Wooplr, Bengaluru; Social fashion discovery and 
commerce platform; founded by Arjun Zacharia, Ankit 
Sabharwal, and Praveen Rajaretnam; $8 million from 
Sistema Asia Fund. Amereus Group, and Helion Ventures

Voonik, Bengaluru; Personal-stylist led online 
marketplace for fashion; founded by Sujayath Ali and 
Navaneetha Krishnan; $6 million from RB Investments 
and existing investor Sequoia Capital

Vinay Sanghi

Ajay 
Ramasubramanian

Shinod Akkaraparambil

JOBS
AT HOME

Online teaching, content and technical writing, graphic and website design, transcription 
and translation, market research, software development, digital marketing, HR, tele-
calling, data entry, coding and testing are offered to women looking to work from home

NEHA BAGARIA
JobsForHer

Founded: 2015

Headquarters: Bengaluru

Bagaria re-started her 
career after a break to have 
children by starting the 
portal for women like herself

MANJULA 
DHARMALINGAM
HerSecondInnings

Founded: 2014

Worked with: 5,000+ women

A national network of women 
professionals to help women 
be financially independent

SAIREE CHAHAL
Sheroes

Founded: 2014

Women served: 10 lakh

Curates corporate jobs as 
well as flexible and work-
from-home options for 
women who've taken a break
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VICE TECH GETS BIG BUCKS
There’s a new slew of startups in the US offering products focused on areas like sex, 

drugs, and alcohol that were once considered taboo. Some categories in the “vice” tech 
market, such as cannabis, are growing as more US states have legalised medical and 
recreational use. Entrepreneurs say investors are reluctant to back sex tech startups

CANNABIS STARTUPS
What they do: Grow and sell 
marijuana, edibles, and accessories 
with a focus on recreational use in 
areas where it’s legal

Key players
Dixie Elixers —
sells infused 
sodas, 
chocolates |  
$8 million 
funding 
from 
undisclosed 
investors

CannaKorp – machine 
to vapourise cannabis at 
home | $7.5 million from 
Singularity Capital

(Extra point for design) 147 
startups raised funding in 2014-16

GAMBLING STARTUPS
What they do: Apps and mobile games for consumer 
gambling, focusing on betting, lottery tickets, 
fantasy sports, and casino games

Key players
Playstudios — develops mobile apps  | $34 million

eSports betting website Unikrn; mobile app 
YouBetMe; Jackpocket, app for playing state lottery

SEX TECH
What they do:
Offer sex toys, 
e-commerce 
platforms for 
erotic items, 
and more.

Key players
Nuelle -- offering 
a female sexual 
aid | $23 million

Crave – luxury sex 
toys | $5 million

Sustain – all-
natural condoms  
$2.5 million

ALCOHOL TECH 
STARTUPS
What they do: Use 
technology to improve 
consumers’ drinking 
experiences at home

Key players
Liquor Easy (China) 
— on-demand 
alcohol delivery 
services  |
 $61 million

Drizly — on-
demand alcohol 
delivery 
services  |
$33 million

TOBACCO STARTUPS
What they do: Tobacco, e-cigarette 
and vaping products

Key player
Pax – sells vaporizers and flavored 
tobacco  | $54 million
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