Mahua, Lac and Digital-Market Change: An Exploratory Study of Adivasi Women’s Livelihoods, Economic Autonomy and Indigenous Knowledge in Rural Gumla, Jharkhand, India 
ABSTRACT
This study explores how Adivasi women engaged in mahua collection, lac-related work and forest-product retailing perceive recent changes in weekly-market activity, household economic agency and intergenerational knowledge transmission in rural Gumla, Jharkhand. A qualitative descriptive design was used. Between September and November 2025, semi-structured, open-ended field interviews were conducted with a convenience sample of 42 women across eight weekly haats in seven administrative blocks. Field notes were analysed through conventional qualitative content analysis, and non-exclusive themes were counted according to whether each theme was present in a participant account. Thirty-four participants (81%) described declining sales or footfall, 29 (69%) reported obstacles to transferring forest-based knowledge, 27 (64%) perceived reduced influence over selected household resource-allocation decisions, and 14 (33%) expressed interest in digital opportunities while also identifying barriers involving devices, skills, connectivity or platform use. Some participants recalled favourable market-day gross receipts of approximately ₹800–₹1,200 during earlier trading seasons and recent low-demand days below ₹400; these retrospective estimates were not verified against transaction records and are not measures of average income change. Participants related livelihood pressure to several intersecting conditions, including changing consumer preferences, intermediary power, transport costs, seasonality and unequal access to digital tools. Among participants who discussed state transfers, these payments were valued as financial support, while earnings from self-managed forest trade were associated with additional meanings involving autonomy, livelihood identity and recognition. The findings are exploratory, non-causal and not representative of all Adivasi women in Gumla. They support locally evaluated pilot initiatives involving gender-sensitive digital training, collective marketing, improved logistics and hybrid haat–online models that protect the economic and socio-cultural functions of traditional markets.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Forest-based livelihoods remain important to many rural and Indigenous communities because non-timber forest products (NTFPs) provide food, materials, seasonal employment and cash income while carrying cultural and ecological meaning. In India, the livelihood value of NTFPs is shaped not only by the availability of forest resources but also by market access, transport, value addition, trader relationships and institutional support (Belcher & Schreckenberg, 2007; Chakrabarti & Dutta, 2026). Mahua (Madhuca longifolia) flowers and lac are especially relevant to forest-dependent economies in central and eastern India. Their collection, processing and sale often combine household labour, specialised ecological knowledge and participation in periodic rural markets.
Gumla district provides an important setting for examining these relationships. The 2011 Census recorded a population of 1,025,213 in the district, with Scheduled Tribes accounting for 68.94% of the population and 93.65% of residents living in rural areas (Office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, India, 2011). Weekly haats therefore remain economically and socially significant spaces in which small-scale producers, collectors, artisans and traders exchange goods, information and practical knowledge. Forest-based trading can also provide women with directly managed cash, although the degree to which income translates into decision-making influence varies across households and social contexts. Research on intrahousehold bargaining cautions against treating income as an automatic measure of empowerment, but it also shows that control over resources can influence household allocation and negotiation (Doss, 2013).
The digital environment surrounding rural commerce is also changing. National telecommunications statistics document continuing expansion in wireless and internet access, although aggregate indicators cannot be used to infer the quality, affordability or regularity of connectivity in particular Gumla villages or haats (Telecom Regulatory Authority of India [TRAI], 2025). Digital platforms may widen market visibility and support direct engagement with consumers, yet these benefits depend on devices, digital capability, logistics, platform rules and sustained organisational support. More broadly, the digitalisation of work can create new channels for market participation while simultaneously reproducing inequalities associated with gender, class, caste, location and control over technological resources. Consequently, access to a digital platform should not be treated as equivalent to meaningful or equitable participation in the digital economy (Rani et al., 2022). Studies of women artisans in Rajasthan and Madhubani painting similarly indicate that digital spaces can create opportunities while reproducing barriers related to skills, access and platform participation (Ibrahim & Ojha, 2024; Singh et al., 2024).
Against this background, the present study does not assume that e-commerce is the sole cause of changes in traditional markets. Instead, it examines how women participating in mahua- and lac-related livelihoods interpret market change during a period of wider digital expansion. The study focuses on perceived changes in haat activity, direct income control, household consultation, knowledge transmission and readiness to use digital tools. This distinction is important because participant accounts also identified intermediary practices, transport expenses, seasonal production and changing consumer preferences as relevant influences.
1.1 Research Gap
Government surveys describe demographic conditions, telecommunications expansion, welfare programmes and state-level economic trends, while the academic literature separately addresses NTFP livelihoods, women’s enterprise, digital exclusion and Indigenous knowledge. However, the literature reviewed for this study revealed relatively little place-specific research that examines how these dimensions intersect in the everyday experiences of Adivasi women working with mahua and lac in Gumla’s weekly markets. Existing studies from Jharkhand and neighbouring states confirm the importance of NTFP income and the constraints associated with credit, market isolation, infrastructure and intermediary relationships (Chaudhari & Khunt, 2024; Gamango & Mohapatra, 2025; Mahato & Gaurav, 2023). Recent work on lac cultivation by tribal women also shows that market-oriented support may strengthen savings and livelihood stability when it is accompanied by technical and organisational assistance (Kindo & Horo, 2025). The local relationships among market change, economic agency and intergenerational learning nevertheless remain insufficiently described.
1.2 Research Objectives
To explore participants’ perceptions of recent changes in demand, footfall and trading conditions in mahua- and lac-related weekly markets in Gumla.
To examine perceived relationships among forest-based income, women’s influence in selected household decisions and intergenerational knowledge transmission.
To identify participant-reported opportunities and barriers associated with digital tools and market access.
To derive cautious, locally testable implications for livelihood support without attributing causal effects to e-commerce or generalising beyond the study sample.
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Forest-Based Livelihoods and Market Relations
NTFPs can contribute to subsistence, risk management and income diversification, but commercialisation does not produce uniform livelihood benefits. Outcomes depend on product characteristics, ecological sustainability, market structure, bargaining power, transport, processing capacity and the distribution of value along the chain (Belcher & Schreckenberg, 2007). In Jharkhand, Mahato and Gaurav (2023) found that mahua and lac were among the forest products supporting tribal enterprise, while also noting constraints related to market access and intermediaries. Evidence from Gujarat likewise shows that NTFP income varies with household and collection characteristics and that mahua-related activities can generate substantial labour demand (Chaudhari & Khunt, 2024).
The livelihood significance of lac extends beyond raw-product collection. A recent case study from Odisha described how structured training, bank linkages and market-oriented lac cultivation supported financial inclusion among tribal women, while emphasising that such gains depended on organised intervention rather than the commodity alone (Kindo & Horo, 2025). These findings support an integrated value-chain perspective in which production, processing, finance, logistics and collective organisation are examined together.
2.2 Digital Access, Artisan Enterprise and Unequal Capability
Digital platforms can reduce geographic isolation, support product storytelling and expand access to consumers. However, the ability to benefit from digital markets is uneven. Rural women artisans may face limitations involving smartphone ownership, digital literacy, payment security, language, platform navigation, product photography, fulfilment and after-sales communication (Ibrahim & Ojha, 2024). Research on Madhubani artisans similarly shows that digital engagement can assist long-term viability while requiring continuous capacity building and supportive networks (Singh et al., 2024). Digital expansion should therefore be treated as a context that creates both opportunities and new forms of exclusion, rather than as an inherently beneficial or harmful force. This caution is consistent with wider evidence on rural transformation, which indicates that livelihood and technological changes do not affect all household members uniformly. Their gendered consequences vary according to local institutions, productive roles, access to assets and women’s participation in economic decision-making (Rola-Rubzen et al., 2023).
2.3 Economic Autonomy and Indigenous Knowledge
Economic autonomy extends beyond the receipt of income. It concerns control over earnings, the ability to make or influence decisions and the capacity to pursue valued livelihood choices. Household bargaining research demonstrates that resources controlled by women may affect household outcomes, although causal pathways are context-dependent and difficult to identify without stronger designs (Doss, 2013). Evidence from India further suggests that the scale and effective control of financial resources matter: access to resources may strengthen women’s participation in household decisions, but small or weakly controlled transfers do not necessarily produce comparable changes in bargaining position (Kochar et al., 2022). Economic agency should therefore be assessed through control, decision-making and use of resources rather than through income receipt alone. In forest economies, autonomy is also connected to identity, skill and social recognition. Xaxa (2017) emphasises that land, forests and work are central to the historical and contemporary position of Indigenous peoples in India. Comparable evidence from eastern India indicates that the transition from forest-dependent subsistence activities towards more market-oriented livelihoods may improve selected income opportunities while also creating risks of cultural disruption and weakening traditional knowledge systems among Indigenous communities (Hansda & Biswal, 2025).
2.4 Policy Context
Jharkhand has expanded social-protection and educational-support programmes for women and girls. The Jharkhand Mukhyamantri Maiya Samman Yojana currently provides monthly financial assistance of ₹2,500 to eligible women under state rules, while the Savitribai Phule Kishori Samriddhi Yojana provides staged educational support totalling ₹40,000 across Classes 8–12 and for eligible young women aged 18–19 years (Department of Women, Child Development and Social Security, Government of Jharkhand, 2025; Government of Jharkhand, 2026). These programmes address financial security but are not substitutes for livelihood-specific market and production support. The Forest Rights Act provides a statutory framework for recognising specified forest rights of eligible forest-dwelling Scheduled Tribes and other traditional forest dwellers, including rights associated with minor forest produce; the present study did not examine individual eligibility, rights recognition or implementation outcomes (Ministry of Tribal Affairs, Government of India, 2006).






Table 1. Selected State-Sponsored Women’s Support Schemes Relevant to the Study Context
	Scheme
	Primary beneficiary group
	Main provision
	Source

	Jharkhand Mukhyamantri Maiya Samman Yojana
	Eligible women under current state rules
	₹2,500 monthly direct financial assistance
	Government of Jharkhand (2026)

	Savitribai Phule Kishori Samriddhi Yojana
	Girls enrolled in Classes 8–12 and eligible young women aged 18–19 years
	Staged educational assistance totalling ₹40,000
	Department of Women, Child Development and Social Security, Government of Jharkhand (2025)


Note. Scheme eligibility and administrative conditions are governed by current state notifications and may be revised.
3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design
A qualitative descriptive design was adopted to remain close to participants’ accounts of market and livelihood change (Sandelowski, 2000). Semi-structured field interviews were analysed through conventional qualitative content analysis, in which codes were developed from the data rather than imposed as a complete a priori framework (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Theme counts were subsequently used to show how many of the 42 participant accounts contained each non-exclusive code. These counts describe the study sample only and do not convert the research into a population survey.
Reporting was informed by the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research, particularly its emphasis on the research context, interview procedures, analysis and presentation of participant evidence (Tong et al., 2007). The study’s sample size was considered adequate for a focused exploratory description because it covered three livelihood positions across eight markets. No claim of statistical representativeness or complete thematic saturation is made; sample adequacy is understood in relation to the specificity and information relevance of the participating group (Malterud et al., 2016).
3.2 Study Setting and Context
Fieldwork was undertaken in Gumla district, Jharkhand, India. Eight weekly markets were included across seven administrative blocks: Gumla, Sisai, Palkot, Kamdara, Raidih, Chainpur and Dumri. The selected haats function as local spaces for the exchange of agricultural and forest products, household goods and social information. The study did not independently measure e-commerce transactions, delivery coverage or district-level internet quality; national telecommunications indicators were used only to provide broad contextual background. 
The principal demographic and telecommunications indicators used to contextualise the study setting are presented in Table 2.
Table 2. Demographic and Telecommunications Context
	Indicator
	Data or interpretation
	Source

	Total population of Gumla district
	1,025,213
	Census of India 2011

	Scheduled Tribe share of Gumla population
	68.94%
	Census of India 2011

	Rural share of Gumla population
	93.65%
	Census of India 2011

	Scheduled Tribe share of Jharkhand population
	26.21%
	Census of India 2011

	Telecommunications context
	Aggregate national and service-area indicators show continued rural wireless and internet expansion; no Gumla-specific connectivity estimate is inferred
	TRAI (2025)


3.3 Participants and Sampling
A non-probability convenience sample of 42 women from Adivasi communities who were engaged in mahua-, lac- or forest-product livelihoods was included. Community identity was recorded on the basis of participants’ self-identification during recruitment. Eligibility required current participation in at least one of three positions within the mahua–lac livelihood chain: mahua collection and primary processing, lac cultivation or processing, or direct retailing of mahua and lac products in weekly markets. 
Because data obtained through convenience sampling cannot be statistically generalised to the entire district, the sample provides an exploratory account of experiences reported within the selected markets. Participants were classified using predefined livelihood-based eligibility criteria according to their positions within the forest value chain.
Mahua collectors (n = 16): Participants engaged primarily in mahua collection, drying or initial sorting.
Lac cultivators or processors (n = 14): Participants engaged primarily in lac cultivation, collection or primary processing.
Forest-product retail vendors (n = 12): Participants engaged primarily in the direct sale of mahua, lac or related forest products in weekly markets.
Where participants performed more than one activity, they were classified according to the livelihood role identified as their principal activity for this study. The distribution of participants across the eight selected markets is presented in Table 3.
Table 3. Distribution of Study Sites and Participants across Gumla District
	S. No.
	Market (haat)
	Administrative block
	Participants (n)

	1
	Gumla Haat
	Gumla
	6

	2
	Toto Haat
	Gumla
	5

	3
	Sisai Haat
	Sisai
	6

	4
	Bhariya Haat
	Palkot
	5

	5
	Kamdara Haat
	Kamdara
	5

	6
	Raidih Haat
	Raidih
	5

	7
	Chainpur Haat
	Chainpur
	5

	8
	Dumri Haat
	Dumri
	5

	
	Total: 8 markets
	Total: 7 blocks
	42


Source. Fieldwork distribution framework compiled by the authors.
3.4 Data Collection and Ethical Safeguards
Data were collected between September and November 2025 through semi-structured, open-ended field interviews conducted in or near the selected markets. Each interaction lasted approximately 20–30 minutes. The conversations were guided by a flexible semi-structured protocol covering common thematic domains, which promoted reasonable consistency while allowing participants to elaborate on their individual experiences:
•	Perceived changes in consumer footfall, demand and retail activity.
•	Estimated variations in seasonal cash flow and baseline trading returns.
•	Control over trading income and participation in household spending decisions.
•	Challenges concerning the intergenerational transmission of Indigenous forest-based skill sets and artisanal knowledge. 
Detailed field notes were prepared immediately after each encounter. Interviews were not audio-recorded; consequently, participant statements are reported as field-note paraphrases rather than verbatim quotations.
Ethical Protocols and Transparency: Given the sensitivity of field research concerning income, household decision-making and livelihood change within Indigenous communities, confidentiality procedures were maintained. Formal institutional ethics committee review was not obtained before data collection; this limitation is reported transparently, and the authors make no claim that investigator assessment substituted for an independent institutional determination. Before data collection, the study was explained orally in a language understood by each participant, and written informed consent was subsequently obtained for voluntary participation and the anonymised reporting of field-note-based accounts. Potentially identifying descriptors, including precise age, residential settlement and detailed community affiliation, were omitted or reported in broader form. Participants were assigned alphanumeric codes based on their respective market locations—for example, Participant GH-02 represented the second participant interviewed at Gumla Haat—to support consistent organisation of the field records without revealing personal identities.
3.5 Data Analysis
Field notes were digitised, translated into English where necessary and read repeatedly. Initial codes were generated inductively from recurring units of meaning. Related codes were grouped into broader descriptive categories concerning market pressure, knowledge transmission, household decision influence and digital interest or barriers. A codebook recorded the meaning and inclusion criteria for each final category. A second social science researcher reviewed the codebook and coding logic for descriptive consistency. Theme frequencies were then calculated according to the presence or absence of each code in the 42 participant accounts. Each participant could contribute to more than one theme, but was counted no more than once within a given theme. Percentages were rounded to the nearest whole number. No inferential statistical tests were conducted.
Reflexivity was addressed by distinguishing participant reports from the investigators’ interpretations and by avoiding causal language unsupported by the design. Aggregate government statistics were used only for contextualisation and were not treated as direct evidence of local market change.
4. RESULTS
4.1 Frequency of Non-Exclusive Themes
Four principal themes were identified. Declining sales or footfall was the most frequently reported theme, appearing in 34 accounts (81%). Obstacles to transferring forest-related knowledge appeared in 29 accounts (69%), and 27 participants (64%) perceived reduced influence over selected household resource-allocation decisions. Fourteen participants (33%) expressed interest in digital market opportunities while simultaneously reporting barriers to access or use. These values describe the frequency of coded perceptions within the sample and should not be interpreted as population prevalence or causal effect estimates.
Table 4. Frequency of Non-Exclusive Themes Reported by Participants (N = 42)
	S. No.
	Thematic category
	Count
	Percentage
	Illustrative participant codes

	1
	Decline in sales or consumer footfall
	34
	81%
	GH-02; SH-05

	2
	Obstacles to transferring forest-based knowledge
	29
	69%
	TH-01; RH-04

	3
	Reduced influence in selected household decisions
	27
	64%
	CH-03; DH-02

	4
	Digital interest accompanied by access or use barriers
	14
	33%
	KH-02; BH-03


Note. Themes were non-exclusive; participants could contribute to more than one category. Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number. Participant codes are illustrative and anonymised. Code prefixes indicate market location: GH, Gumla; TH, Toto; SH, Sisai; BH, Bhariya; KH, Kamdara; RH, Raidih; CH, Chainpur; and DH, Dumri.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework highlighting the perceived socio-economic and cultural intersections of digital transition and traditional forest economies among Adivasi women in Gumla
Source: Formulated by the author based on qualitative field themes; The arrows represent interpretive relationships derived from participant accounts and do not indicate statistically tested causal pathways.

4.2 Perceived Changes in Haat Activity and Trading Returns
Participants commonly described lower or less predictable demand during recent market cycles. Their accounts did not attribute this pattern to a single cause. Instead, they referred to a combination of changing consumer preferences, price-setting by local buyers, transport expenses, seasonal availability and increasing exposure to mass-produced alternatives. Wider digital-market expansion formed part of this environment, but the study did not collect consumer data or transaction records capable of isolating its contribution.
Some participants recalled that favourable market-day gross receipts during the 2022–2023 trading cycles could reach approximately ₹800–₹1,200 when seasonal supply and demand were favourable. They also described recent low-demand days on which gross receipts fell below ₹400. These values were retrospective estimates, were not reported by every participant and were not verified against sales books, quantities, transport costs or product-specific prices. They should therefore be interpreted as examples of perceived volatility rather than estimates of average or net income decline.
A field-note account from Participant TH-03 indicated that mahua sales and primary lac processing had previously contributed reliably to household grocery expenditure, whereas recent stock was more likely to remain unsold or attract low offers from wholesale buyers. In this participant’s account, reduced demand was partly attributed to a perceived increase in some younger consumers’ preference for factory-made and plastic alternatives. This interpretation represents the participant’s experience and was not independently tested through consumer interviews.
4.3 Household Economic Agency
Twenty-seven participants perceived that lower or less predictable earnings from forest trade coincided with reduced consultative influence in some household spending discussions. Participants most often referred to education-related purchases, healthcare expenses, food and other immediate needs. The interviews did not use a validated household-autonomy scale and did not establish that all decision domains changed in the same direction. The finding should therefore be interpreted as participants’ perception that reduced access to directly managed trading income accompanied a decline in their consultative influence in selected spending decisions.
Among participants who discussed the Jharkhand Mukhyamantri Maiya Samman Yojana, the transfer was described as a useful source of household financial support. Several participants nevertheless described transfer income and earnings from self-managed trade as serving different functions within their livelihood strategies. For these participants, income from forest-based trade was associated not only with financial contribution but also with competence, mobility, livelihood identity and recognition within household and market settings. The study did not compare beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries or measure the independent effect of the scheme.
4.4 Intergenerational Knowledge and Digital Readiness
Twenty-nine participants described difficulties in transmitting knowledge concerning sustainable mahua collection, flower drying and sorting, lac-host management, primary processing and craft or ornament techniques. Weekly markets were described not only as trading spaces but also as settings in which younger family members observed product assessment, negotiation and practical work. Participants attributed the perceived lower involvement of some younger family members to several possible factors, including limited livelihood returns, educational or occupational aspirations and interest in alternative forms of work. Because young people were not interviewed, these explanations remain the women’s interpretations rather than direct evidence of youth motivation.
Digital interest was present but uneven. Fourteen participants expressed interest in using smartphones, digital payments, social media or online selling to widen market access. The same accounts identified barriers involving device access, confidence, language, fraud concerns, product presentation, delivery logistics and uncertainty about platform procedures. Digital adaptation was therefore perceived as a possible complement to haat trading rather than a complete replacement for physical markets.
5. DISCUSSION
The findings show that participants perceived livelihood pressure through a combination of market, household and cultural dimensions. The high frequency of reported sales or footfall decline is consistent with broader literature showing that NTFP returns are sensitive to market access, intermediaries, transport and value-chain organisation (Belcher & Schreckenberg, 2007; Mahato & Gaurav, 2023). Evidence from tribal communities in western India further indicates that NTFP-derived income varies with collection labour, household characteristics and the time invested in gathering forest produce, while mahua flowers can make a substantial contribution to seasonal employment (Chaudhari & Khunt, 2024). However, the present design cannot determine whether market activity declined across Gumla, quantify the magnitude of change or identify e-commerce as a causal driver. The strongest conclusion is that many women in this sample experienced recent trading conditions as less secure and interpreted digital expansion as one part of a wider transformation in consumption and market access.
The findings also support a balanced interpretation of digital commerce. Studies of rural women artisans show that digital spaces can improve visibility and access to customers, but benefits are conditional on capability, infrastructure, trust and sustained assistance (Ibrahim & Ojha, 2024; Singh et al., 2024). The participants’ simultaneous interest and hesitation reflect this conditionality. Recent evidence from women in northern India similarly indicates that digital financial services may support financial independence, but their effective use depends on capability, confidence and the conditions under which women can access and control digital resources (Showkat et al., 2024). Digital training should therefore address not only operational skills but also payment security, informed decision-making and women’s practical control over accounts and devices. A transition strategy focused only on platform enrolment would overlook packaging, fulfilment, product consistency, payment security, language support and collective bargaining. Collective organisation may help address some of these constraints by enabling women to share information, develop market-facing capabilities and exercise greater control over income and credit decisions. Evidence from women’s self-help groups in India indicates that group participation can strengthen selected dimensions of empowerment, particularly control over income, decision-making over credit and active involvement in collective institutions, although outcomes remain dependent on programme design and participant context (Kumar et al., 2021). The experience of organised lac interventions in Odisha further suggests that technical training and financial linkages are more effective when embedded within wider institutional support (Kindo & Horo, 2025).
The relationship between livelihood income and household agency requires similar caution. Doss (2013) shows that women’s bargaining power can affect household resource allocation, but both measurement and causal identification are complex. The field-note accounts indicate that some participants perceived lower control over trading income and reduced consultative influence as related experiences. The study does not establish a universal shift towards male control, nor does it assess all household decision domains. Future research should combine qualitative interviews with a transparent decision-making measure and transaction-based income data.
Knowledge transmission emerged as a central outcome because forest work involves more than commodity production. Mahua collection and lac cultivation require ecological timing, host-tree knowledge, sorting, processing and market judgement. Such knowledge is characteristically local, experiential and intergenerational, and much of it remains tacit rather than formally documented. Its continuity therefore depends on sustained participation, observation and community-controlled processes through which younger members can learn both practical techniques and their associated cultural meanings (Dei et al., 2025). Xaxa’s (2017) discussion of Indigenous livelihoods provides a broader context for understanding why participants may experience reduced engagement in forest-based work as both an economic concern and a change in opportunities for cultural learning. Yet the present findings are based only on adult women’s accounts. Intergenerational research involving daughters, young artisans and community elders would be necessary to distinguish declining transmission from changes in educational participation, migration, aspirations or forest availability.
The participant accounts suggest that social-protection transfers and livelihood-oriented support may address different dimensions of economic security and should not be assumed to produce identical outcomes. Social-protection transfers may assist with immediate household needs, whereas livelihood-oriented interventions may address production, marketing and opportunities to manage earned income; neither effect was independently evaluated in this study. The study does not justify redesigning a state welfare scheme on the basis of 42 interviews. The findings identify questions for locally co-designed pilot evaluation, including whether supported digital training improves participants’ confidence, whether collective logistics reduce verified costs, whether hybrid selling changes realised prices and whether any resulting income remains under participants’ control.
6. CONCLUSION
This exploratory study documents how 42 Adivasi women participating in mahua, lac and forest-product trade perceived recent changes in eight weekly markets in Gumla. Most participants described declining sales, reduced footfall or less predictable market activity, and substantial proportions reported barriers to knowledge transmission and reduced influence in selected household decisions. A smaller group expressed interest in digital tools while identifying significant barriers to adoption. The evidence does not show that e-commerce alone caused these changes. Participants instead described an interacting set of conditions involving consumer preferences, intermediary relationships, transport, seasonality and unequal digital capability.
The findings support a cautious approach that protects the social and educational functions of haats while testing ways to widen market access. Digital tools may be useful when they are introduced as optional, supported components of community-controlled enterprise rather than as replacements for traditional markets. Stronger conclusions will require longitudinal research, verified transaction data, consumer and intermediary perspectives and explicit measures of digital exposure and household decision-making.
7. POLICY AND PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS
The following implications are framed as locally testable pilot options rather than established programme effects:
Gender-sensitive digital capacity building: Short, repeated training sessions could be piloted through haats, panchayat facilities or self-help-group meetings. Content should address basic smartphone use, secure digital payments, product photography, local-language descriptions, platform navigation and fraud awareness. Participation should be voluntary, and outcomes should be assessed before scale-up.
Collective marketing and shared logistics: Women’s groups could test common product catalogues, transparent price information, shared packaging and pooled delivery. Collective arrangements may reduce individual transaction costs, but governance rules, revenue sharing and product-quality responsibilities should be agreed in advance.
Livelihood-linked finance: Small, carefully assessed credit or grant pilots could support processing tools, packaging and basic digital equipment. Financial products should not be tied automatically to platform participation, and repayment conditions should reflect seasonal forest-product income.
Hybrid haat–online models: Digital channels could supplement physical markets through pre-orders, local catalogues or assisted selling while retaining haats as spaces for direct trade, social contact and knowledge exchange. Pilot evaluation should compare realised prices, costs, unsold stock and women’s control over receipts.
Community-controlled monitoring: Monitoring indicators should be co-designed with participants and may include market attendance, verified gross and net receipts, digital use, fulfilment costs, perceived decision influence and participation of younger learners. Qualitative feedback should accompany numerical indicators.
Protection of cultural and intellectual interests: Any future use of community knowledge, cultural narratives or collective product identities in marketing should be developed through documented community consultation and appropriate legal and ethical review. 
8. LIMITATIONS
The study used convenience sampling and included 42 women from eight weekly markets; the findings are not representative of all Adivasi women, traders or forest-based enterprises in Gumla. Interviews were conducted during one three-month period and were not audio-recorded. The analysis relied on field notes, retrospective recall and translation, creating risks of omission, recall bias and interpretive error. The study did not collect detailed participant demographics, interview consumers, intermediaries or younger family members, or verify sales, quantities, prices, transport expenses, footfall, platform use or household allocations. Interviews conducted in market environments may also have offered limited privacy and increased the risk of social-desirability bias. Seasonal production, climate variability, migration and policy implementation were not assessed systematically. Theme counts show the presence of coded experiences within the sample and should not be interpreted as causal effects, statistically generalisable prevalence estimates or evidence of district-wide change.
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