
B
U

S
IN

E
S

S
  

S
E

R
IE

S
 

IN
D

IA
Responsible Digitization 
of Small Entrepreneurs  
in Rural India 
Lessons from digitizing  
the Hindustan Unilever 
Shakti channel
September, 2022



Authors

Marjolaine Chaintreau, Better Than Cash Alliance

Kedar Lele, Hindustan Unilever Limited

Nick van der Velde, Bopinc

 
Cover photo: © Re-emerging World 
Foreword photos: © Unilever

 
ISBN 978-1-7350409-9-8

©2022 Better Than Cash Alliance.  
This work is distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 International license.  

To view, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


3FOREWORD

During COVID-19, millions of people had access to essential 
commodities, thanks to the 180 million small stores worldwide,  
and 12 million in India, that interact with 4.5 billion customers 
daily all across the world.

Our business relies on a thriving distribution network and the success 
of micro and small enterprises in our retail value chain is directly linked 
to our own success. It is also an opportunity for us to drive change. 
So as part of our Unilever Compass strategy, launched in 2020, 
we have committed to help 5 million small and medium-sized 
enterprises grow their business through access to skills,  
finance and technology by 20251.

We are doing  this while prioritizing women in our network. In 2001,  
we had launched Project Shakti with the aim to financially empower 
and provide livelihood opportunities to women in rural India. We 
realized that digitizing these women entrepreneurs will be essential  
for their sustained growth. In 2017, we joined United Nations-based 
Better Than Cash Alliance as a member to transition towards 
responsible digital payments throughout our value chain to 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals while advancing 
transparency and creating economic opportunities for women, 
small entrepreneurs, and farmers. 

In 2019, we worked with the Alliance to digitize our Shakti rural 
network while using our flagship Shikhar application. Shikhar is core 
to digitizing the entire customer journey from demand capture to 
demand fulfilment. By converting their traditional trade into 
digital ones, our distributors ensured that orders were received 
and customers were serviced even when the sales teams could 
not reach the outlets during COVID-19 lockdowns. Digitization is 
offering a competitive advantage and ensuring business growth 
for our small entrepreneurs in an increasingly digital world. 

This report captures what we learnt along that journey while 
integrating the United Nations Principles for Responsible Digital 
Payments helping the Shakti network use Shikhar for digital 
ordering and payments.

We are immensely proud of the work we have done, and we are equally 
conscious of what we still need to do. We are using these lessons to 
scale up digitization in our entire Shakti Entrepreneur network and we 
hope other FMCGs with similar ambitions of inclusion will also find it 
useful to prioritize women in their networks.

SANJIV MEHTA
CEO and Managing Director, Hindustan Unilever Limited, 
President, Unilever South Asia and President, Federation  
of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry 

REBECCA MARMOT
Chief Sustainability Officer, Unilever
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In India, one of the COVID-19 pandemic’s most visible impacts 
has been the dramatic acceleration towards digital solutions, 
and digital payments in particular. This report presents 
key insights and opportunities from Hindustan Unilever 
Limited’s (HUL) business-to-business (B2B) Shakti 
digitization program to implement the United Nations 
Principles for Responsible Digital Payments and build scale 
across assessment, design, and execution2.

In India, the retail business sector accounted for over 10 percent 
of the country’s GDP and 8 percent of employment in 2017.  
Over 12 million kirana stores were operational across the 
country in September, 20193.  This makes the Indian retail 
market the third-largest in Asia and fourth-largest in the world, 
which is set to cross US$1.75 trillion (approximately INR 126 lakh 
crore) by 2026. 

Since 2019, HUL, Unilever's subsidiary in India, has been working 
to digitize its retail channels, both, in urban and rural areas. In 
rural areas Shakti entrepreneurs have played a key role in this 
journey. It has done this through its flagship digital platform, 
the Shikhar app, which enables its retailers to order digitally, 
and now also pay for orders digitally. With the understanding 
that many of the entrepreneurs in the B2B Unilever Shakti 
digitization program would be using digital platforms 
for the first time, it designed a multipronged strategy to 
ensure that they received adequate support, in person 
and remotely, via the channels they were familiar with. The 
insights gained from this initiative and summarized in this report 
will be of particular interest to other fast-moving consumer 
goods companies, to distributors, and all other players in the 
supply chain, in both India and similar settings globally. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

https://www.responsiblepayments.org
https://www.responsiblepayments.org
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To date, Unilever B2B digitization 
program has been able to:

 •  Onboard 950,000 retailers  
to order digitally on the Shikhar app

 •   Reach 587 districts in India with  
its Shikhar app 

  •  More than 20% of purchases  
done digitally 

Over

12 million 
kirana stores were 
operational across 
the country in 
September, 20193.

Learning how to digitize B2B retail successfully 
based on the lessons learnt from this initiative  
is important for four reasons: 

•   the lessons will accelerate business recovery from the 
pandemic in India;

•    they will contribute to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals;

•    they will improve gender equality – by intentionally 
targeting women for effective financial inclusion; and,

•  they will help optimize the profits of kirana stores.
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8 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

•  they will help optimize the profits of kirana stores. 

Principle 1  
Treat Users Fairly.

FMCG companies, distributors, and supply 
chain players, all have an important role in 
bringing trusted commercial relationships, 
and a clear understanding of business 

requirements, to help kirana store staff develop resilient digital 
skills. It is important to offer continuous and relevant engagement 
during the onboarding journey for Shakti entrepreneurs, especially 
in the key moments when they might otherwise drop out, such 
as after registration on the ordering app, or after configuration 
of the mobile payment app. Clear communication and loyalty 
schemes help the user to stay invested in the program.

Principle 3  
Prioritize women

When moving from cash to digital payments, 
women are often negatively affected by limited 
access to a smartphone or dedicated featured 
phone, by poor access to ID, and by a limited 

ability to go to bank branches or agents. Gender intentionality means 
taking steps to ensure you understand such market constraints facing 
women staff or family owners of kirana stores, and by recognizing 
that women have different needs at various stages in their life cycles 
that can be addressed by different financial and non-financial services. 
Women in India also often experience challenges in access to, and use 
of digital financial services, including challenges with basic financial 
and digital literacy. Developing and tracking specific metrics on 
women’s adoption of digital payments and their engagement with the 
digital solutions, will help proactively identify and then find solutions 
at the points where women may be experiencing challenges. 

Based on the UN principles for Responsible 
Digital Payments, this report highlights key 
drivers of success for adoption of digital 
payments by small women entrepreneurs:  
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This report outlines ways to take advantage of  
the exciting opportunities in digitizing B2B payments  
for rural Indian kirana stores in increasing profits,  
benefiting the entrepreneurs, store owners, and their  
families as well as ultimately driving the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Principle 5 
Design for individuals

Scale-up across India can be supported 
quickly by focusing on fully digitally ready 
and semi-ready users. These retailer 
segments have existing bank accounts, 

access to functional debit cards, experience using digital 
payments, and good access to phones and the network. Yet 
less digitally ready users must not be omitted from such scale-
up, lest the digital divide is widened. This will require tailored 
strategies to give access to smartphones and/or debit cards, for 
example through exploring partnerships with rural banks and 
other providers.

Principle 9 
Champion value chain 
accountability

When working along value chains, it will 
increase effectiveness to also digitize 
the other businesses with which rural 

entrepreneurs engage. Finding solutions for increasing 
merchant digital readiness in rural India requires multi-
stakeholder partnerships among fast-moving consumer goods 
(FMCG) companies, distributors, government agencies, fintechs, 
and FSPs. Engagement and alignment among the leading FMCG 
players on the training of sales representatives or on building 
the capacities of distributors will go a long way toward building 
trust and convincing women entrepreneurs to adopt digital 
ordering and payment solutions. 

Explore UN Principles for Responsible Digital Payments at www.responsiblepayments.org

http://www.responsiblepayments.org
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The Better Than Cash Alliance is a United Nations-based 
partnership of governments, companies, and international 
organizations  that accelerates the transition from cash  
to responsible  digital payments to advance the  
Sustainable  Development Goals.

www.BetterThanCash.org

Hindustan Unilever Limited (HUL) is India’s largest  
Fast-Moving Consumer Goods company with its products 
touching the lives of nine out of ten households in the 
country. HUL works to create a better future every day. 

www.hul.co.in

Hosted by

Resource PartnersWichtiger HINWEIS !
Innerhalb der Schutzzone (hellblauer Rahmen) darf 

kein anderes Element platziert werden! 

Ebenso darf der Abstand zu Format- resp. Papierrand 
die Schutzzone nicht verletzen!

Hellblauen Rahmen der Schutzzone nie drucken!

Siehe auch Handbuch
„Corporate Design der Schweizerischen Bundesverwaltung“ 

Kapitel „Grundlagen“, 1.5 / Schutzzone

www. cdbund.admin.ch

http://www.hul.co.in

