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Indian Retail Characteristics

“Retail is a labor1-intensive eco-
nomic activity and front-line workers
are a vital link between the employer
and the customers” (Borkar & Paul,
2015: 517). Labor market is a versa-
tile entity. The Indian Labor market2

can be broadly divided into organized
and unorganized sector3 based on the
models of sectoral dualism (Mehta,
1985). In India, the share of the orga-
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India’s unorganized retailing is con-
sidered as labor-intensive and front-
line workers are a vital link between
the enterprise and the customers. Re-
cruitment in these enterprises is
highly unstructured with attendant
challenges for the employers and
workers. This paper presents the re-
cruitment model embraced by these
employers who are migrants to
Mumbai city from different states and
hire workers from their native places
through the local agents belonging
to the same religion, caste, and sub-
caste. Employers prefer this model
to curb competition, increase com-
munity visibility in the new cities,
offer rural workers the dream of
better lives, support a family from
the same community in the native
place, and to create a network of
agents who supply them with cheap
labor.

1 Labor can be defined as ‘a social class comprising
those who do manual labor or work for wages
for any form of productive work’.

2 Labor market is defined as ‘a system of allocating
and rewarding labor’ and labor force as the
‘economically active’ population, which
supplies labor for production and, therefore,
includes self-employed, wage and salary
earners, casual workers and unemployed (NSS
66th Round).

3 According to National Commission for
Enterprises in the Unorganized Sector (2008:3),
“the unorganized sector consists of all
unincorporated private enterprises owned by
individuals or households engaged in the sale
and production of goods and services operated
on a proprietary or partnership basis and with
less than ten total workers”
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nized sector is estimated at 7 - 9 per cent
while the rest is unorganized (Ministry
of Labor and Employment, 2018-19). In
India, total employment in organized
(around 80 – 90 million workers) and
unorganized (around 390 – 420 million
workers) sectors consist of 509.3 million
workers (Ministry of Labor and Employ-
ment, 2018-19; National Sample Survey
Organization, 2011- 12). However, due
to the amorphous nature of the unorga-
nized sector, statistical accuracy of the
labor force is difficult to capture (Pillai,
1996). 

According to one estimate, the In-
dian retail sector has more than 13 mil-
lion outlets providing employment to over
18 million people (Singh & Tripathi, 2008)
with the highest outlet density (Sarma,
2007) worldwide. “Organized and unor-
ganized retail enterprises are easily dis-
tinguishable in terms of enterprise type,
format, turnover, operations, working
conditions, compensation” (Borkar &
Paul, 2015: 517) and social security ben-
efits provided to the workers (Ministry
of Labor and Employment, 2010). In de-
veloping countries like India, workers are
more exposed to high levels of uncer-
tainty and risks (ILO, 2004) due to socio
cultural differences, work availability
imperfect labor market and low wages
(Ministry of Labor and Employment,
2010). Besides, scholars like Bino et. al.
(2008) and Thorat (2008) identify Indian
society as highly divided by caste4,
gender, region and religious groups and

4 The caste system in India originally comprised
interdependent occupational groups, which later
evolved into a stratified, hierarchical socio-economic
class system (Amba-Rao,2011).

continuation of discrimination in newer
forms.

“The Indian retail sector is heavily
weighted towards unorganized retailing”
(Borkar & Paul, 2015: 519). The unor-
ganized retail sector exhibits character-
istics such as lack of labor law cover-
age; non-conducive workplace culture;
long working hours; abusive treatment
(manhandling); irregular income; preva-
lence of piece wages; seasonal and tem-
porary nature of occupation; high labor
mobil i ty;  dispersed operations;
casualization of labor; lack of enterprise
support; low bargaining power; ease of
entry; reliance on indigenous sources;
family ownership of enterprises; skills
acquired outside formal education sys-
tem; lack of substantive safeguards in
terms of wages, jobs, health and safety
measures or social security benefits (e.g.
paid leaves, pension, bonus, medical sup-
port and health insurance, maternity leave
benefits, compensation against accident,
etc.) all of which make it vulnerable to
socio-economic hardships’ (Social Secu-
rity Division, 2010; Mehta, 1985; field-
data). Unorganized retail enterprises are
private enterprises owned by individuals
or households engaged in the sale and
production of goods and services oper-
ated on a proprietary or partnership ba-
sis and with less than ten total workers”
(NCEUS as cited in Bino et. al., 2008).

On the basis of the 66th round of the
National Sample Survey, Borkar and Paul
(2015) point out that 96.8 per cent work-
ers in the retail sector in urban India are
employed in the unorganized enterprises
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while the rest are in organized enter-
prises. The majority of workers (44 per
cent) work in food, beverages and to-
bacco products, around 14 per cent in
textiles, clothing and leather, and the rest
42 per cent in other economic activities.
Wages also vary across economic activi-
ties such as the median weekly wage
ranges between $10 and $100. They also
mention that 45 per cent of retail work-
ers fall into the 15-35 age group while
the remaining belongs to 35-50 age group.
Further, around 18 per cent are either il-
literate or literate while 20 per cent have
attained middle level education, 20 per
cent and 16 per cent have attended sec-
ondary and senior secondary, 12 per cent
and 3 per cent are graduates and post-
graduates, respectively. They also stated
that 77 per cent of the workers belong to
the Hindu religion. It has been noted that
89 per cent of males and just 11 per cent
of females are working in Indian retail.
Thus, Indian retail sector can be consid-
ered as male dominated sector, however,
there is an emergence of a new hybrid
model called as ‘Independent Store Ser-
vices’ which prefers women workers to
males.

Recruitment & Employment
Characteristics

Substantial literature is available on
large organized retail firms’ recruitment
process and the extent to which employ-
ers are likely to adopt systematic and
proactive searches for new recruits. “In
contrast, very little material is available
for small unorganized retail firms”
(Carroll et.al., 1999: 236). Bratton and
Gold (2003: 488) defined recruitment as

“the process of generating a pool of ca-
pable people to apply for employment to
an organization”. Employees can be re-
cruited either within a firm (internally)
or from the labor market (externally).
While there are advantages to both forms
of recruitment, most firms use both ap-
proaches; that is, they “make and buy
their human capital” (Lepak & Snell,
1999: 32).

In the unorganized retail enterprises,
the recruitment of workers is carried out
in a number of ways, such as direct re-
cruitment; recommendations and refer-
rals by existing employees and other
employers (Borkar & Paul, 2015);
employer’s personal contacts (Breman,
1976); and agents in the native place of
the employers. The present paper focuses
exclusively on the recruitment model
embraced by the unorganized retail en-
terprises based in Mumbai by their agents
in the native place of the employer. The
model works only for workers who be-
long to the same community as the em-
ployer. In the analysis section, we present
the model in detail. 

Benefits of Hiring Ethical Individu-
als: They are more value oriented, they
save the firm money by being less likely
to cheat or engage in the questionable
actions under the guise of helping the
company. They have a broader sense of
responsibility; they increase a retention
rate and promote a work environment of
high positive morale. Recruitment in un-
organized retail enterprises poses a num-
ber of challenges for both employers and
workers. It is challenging for employers
to hire well-educated and high-level IQ
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workers who fit the role proposed in the
enterprise. In order to avoid providing
workers with compulsory social security
and other benefits, employers may avoid
registering the workers details with offi-
cials to comply with the Bombay Shops
and Establishments Act (1948). It’s com-
mon for unorganized retail employers to
exceed eleven hours a day (sub-sections
16 & 17, Bombay Shops and Establish-
ments Act, 1948) to 12-15 hours of func-
tioning without permission or in certain
cases even more than 15 hours.

Violation of the Minimum Wages
Act (1948) is a very common prac-
tice in the unorganized retail sec-
tor.

Violation of the Minimum Wages Act
(1948) is a very common practice in the
unorganized retail sector. The unorga-
nized retail employers compete with each
other to retain trustworthy, reliable and
experienced workers. Employers believe
that the nature of their relationship and
formation of bond with the employees
and between the employees define the
stability of the business, maintaining
sustainability and retaining the valuable
employees/ human assets (Borkar &
Paul, 2015). It has been argued that the
more people leave an organization, the
more it is a drain on the company’s re-
sources like recruitment expenses, train-
ing and orientation resources and the time
(Choudhury, 2006).

Field data reveals that employers
have migrated from different States to
Mumbai. Opening up any enterprise in a

highly hierarchical society is a complex
phenomenon dependent on interlinked
factors that affect their entry and exist-
ence. Scholars have argued that millions
of Indians in the unorganized sector have
been forced to join due to overcrowding
in the agricultural sector and stagnation
in the manufacturing sector, as they lack
the skills or education necessary to be
absorbed in the organized sector. Con-
sidering the lack of opportunities, it is al-
most a “natural decision for an individual
to set up a small shop or store, depend-
ing on his or her means or capital, and
thus a retailer is born, seemingly out of
circumstances rather than choice” (Singh
& Tripathi, 2008: 78; Guruswamy et.al.,
2005). Due to intense competitions in the
home state, new entrants find it difficult
to capture the new customers as well as
to expand their business operations. 

States like Maharashtra having popu-
lation size of more than 112 million (Cen-
sus, 2011); nominal GDP of INR
2,04,42,233 crores and real GDP of INR
1,47,78,879 crores (Economic Survey of
Maharashtra, 2019-20) with an expected
growth of real GDP of 5 per cent; per
capita state income for Maharashtra of
INR 1,91,736 in 2018-19 (Economic Sur-
vey of Maharashtra, 2019-20), the esti-
mated total expenditure of Rs 4,34,085
crore  (PRS Legislative Research, 20),
per capita expenditure is approximately
of INR 38,628.48, ‘ease of doing busi-
ness ranking’ for India is 77th among 190
countries (Doing Business 2019, 2019)
makes Maharashtra State a favorable
place for people from different states like
Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat and
Uttar Pradesh to migrate. Such migra-
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tion in the unorganized retail sector is
caste and class specific (field data). Be-
cause of strong community networks and
affiliations of religious institutions and
sentiments, the migrants find it easy to
set up and expand their business in
Mumbai compared to people in the home-
land belonging to low socio-economic
strata and lack of network and economic
support.

Inadequate income resulting from
unprotected and irregular employ-
ment is a direct threat to their
lives and families.

From the workers viewpoint, inad-
equate income resulting from unprotected
and irregular employment is a direct
threat to their lives and families. Their
income must be covered from economic
fluctuations. The minimum wages should
therefore be socially relevant. Accord-
ing to Shops and Establishments Act
(1948), an employee must get at least one
hour of interval after five hours of con-
tinuous work (Section 15) and work
spread-over cannot exceed eleven hours
a day (Sub-sections 16 & 17). Workers
are neither aware of the State Minimum
Wages and labor unions nor have the
scope for collective bargaining. Indian
unorganized retail sector is highly averse
to women workers due to male
employer’s masculinity bias, eve-teasing
and harassment on the part of both cus-
tomers and co-workers. Language has
been cited by migrant workers as an ob-
stacle in communication with customers
and also employers at times. Workers
often receive no formal training (on-the-

job training) on product pricing; product
content; merchandising; soft skills; orga-
nization accounts; business operations; no
interaction with the distributor represen-
tatives; product ordering system; crisis
management; on-the-counter manage-
ment, etc.  

The reasons for workers’ entry and
exit from unorganized retail enterprises
depend on a variety of factors that re-
quire a thorough investigation. Borkar
and Paul (2015) state that the main rea-
sons for the entry of workers in the un-
organized retail sector are: ‘Support fam-
ily financially’; ‘Job location conve-
nience’; ‘Family member association in
retail’; ‘Opportunity for self-develop-
ment’; ‘Financial need’; ‘Easy entry’;
‘To become an entrepreneur’;’ Less
Work pressures’; ‘Parental/ societal
pressure’; ‘Free Food and Accommoda-
tion’; ‘Holidays as per convenience’.
However, the present paper focuses on
community network-based hiring in un-
organized retail outlets in the native re-
gion of the employer. ‘Financial condi-
tion of family’ being cited as one of the
main reasons for entering the labor mar-
ket is not surprising given the discernible
link between employment and cost of liv-
ing, in particular the need to sustain an
appropriate level of consumption.

Likewise, the organized retail sector
is an enticing place for local unorganized
retail workers that shows better oppor-
tunities because of better wages, and their
food and accommodation already being
taken care of in their families. Whereas
unorganized workers who are illiterate/
less educated/ non-localites cannot eas-
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ily attain this change and must continue
in the same enterprises. Informal work-
ers include the self-employed (such as
street vendors or trash pickers), employ-
ees in informal enterprises and contrac-
tors who work for formal enterprises
through sub-contractors (Agarwala,
2008). They may work at home, on the
employer’s site, or in a third site, such as
a sub-contractor’s workshop. Informal
worker’s organizations represent key
new spaces of struggle among critics and
“change agents” of the emerging new
economy (Roy Chowdhury, 2003). More
studies are needed to focus on evolving
patterns of specific recruitment practices
such as strategic recruitment practices
and hiring of labor, retention strategies
and creating no escape environment for
employees working in organized and un-
organized retail enterprises.

Methodology

In this research, 95 unorganized re-
tail enterprises are selected from 24
different wards of Mumbai. The data
collection process followed a non-prob-
ability sampling method, selecting both
employers and workers from each en-
terprise. Enterprises are chosen based
on that their age should exceed two
years; there should be more than two
workers in the enterprise; enterprise
location should be closer to the local
train station; etc. For data collection, a
semi-structured interview schedule is
used. Oral history and narratives are
recorded using the case study-ap-
proach. Qualitative data is analyzed
using microanalyses or line-to-line
analysis.

Analysis

As mentioned, in the unorganized
retail enterprises there are several entry
modes for workers, but one of the pecu-
liar entries noted is the community net-
work-based hiring model of the workers.
In-depth interviews with both the employ-
ers and workers are conducted to under-
stand the reasons of proposed recruit-
ment; its stages of development; chal-
lenges faced by employers, workers and
recruitment agents; and retention strate-
gies adopted by the employers and the
role of agents.  

Reasons of Community Network-
based Hiring Model

Labor and labor markets are intri-
cately interlinked in terms of production
relations. The labor market can be inter-
preted in a variety of ways. Labor mar-
kets are based on the supply of and de-
mand for labor in a country or a specific
location. It is noted that the community
network-based hiring model is more
prevalent among employers who have
migrated from different states to Mumbai
compared to the locals. As mentioned
earlier, due to the overcrowding and stag-
nation in the agriculture sector, one of the
easy business opportunities is to rent-out
a small shop/kiosk as mom-n-pop store
with limited resources.

Community network-based hiring
model is more prevalent among
employers who have migrated from
different states to Mumbai com-
pared to the locals.
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During the recruitment process, a
range of stereotypes or prejudices are seen
such as age, gender, physical strength,
caste, religion, educational status, family
acquaintance, etc. Employers who profess
this model do not prefer women workers
because of physical strength problems;
health; safety and security; long working
hours; etc. Majority of the employers pre-
fer recruiting workers from the same
caste/ religious community which will be
explained in detail. 

Data show that employers often
choose workers who are illiterate or less
educated, who lack the ability to learn or
develop new skills, and who lack the pos-
sibility of quitting a retail sector. In order
to avoid absenteeism and visit relatives,
employers prefer to recruit outstation
workers who are unaware of Mumbai
region. Many employers do not prefer
locals as in the case of stealing and shop-
lifting by workers, strict action cannot be
taken because locals mostly are affiliated
with political parties. Hence, it can be
stated that labor is no longer restricted
to only one discipline (Borkar & Paul,
2015). “It has been re-objectified not
merely as value generating potential but
as human beings participating in various
social exchanges; for example relations
of signification of power – outside the
production relations and work site also”
(Raju, 2000: 1)

Stages of Development

The process from the search to the
placement of worker in unorganized re-
tail enterprises consists of the following
stages:

Stage 1: Unorganized retail enterprise
owner/ employer develop an oppor-
tunity/ opening

Stage 2: Employers shall establish con-
tact with the agent in the native place
of the employer’s 

Stage 3: Agents begin looking (in the na-
tive place) for a fragile and finan-
cially fractured family with a young
boy (prospective worker)

Stage 4: The agent shall maintain corre-
spondence with the prospective fam-
ily and shall lay down conditions such
as payment by the employer of the
financial obligation of the family, ei-
ther in full or in part, depending on
the amount); assessment of the
physical  and mental  state  of
the worker; features of employment
(work environment, wages and ben-
efits, training and development, em-
ployer-worker relationship); length of
service; etc.

Stage 5: Workers’ wages are paid in ad-
vance to his families to get rid of the
ongoing financial crunch

Stage 6: Usually, the nature of contract
between the employer and the work-
ers’ families is oral

Stage 7: Accommodation and food for the
worker is often arranged with the
employer families during the early ac-
climatization process of the worker

Stage 8: Personal and limited profes-
sional development of workers at
the backend operations level within
the first 3-6 months, as workers find
it difficult to communicate with the
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consumers in the new local lan-
guage

Stage 9: Employers tend to support the
workers’ family throughout the finan-
cial downturn, and so workers incur
accrued wages as loans     

Stage 10: Temporarily, the workers’ fi-
nancial instability in the family is re-
solved; employers receive strong
support from the workers to expand
business operations; and workers
arise as new form of bonded labor.
The financial distress of the family
of workers consisted of many rea-
sons such as agricultural debt, house-
hold repairs or construction, no or
low job opportunities, severe health
conditions of the family members,
education loan, dowry for marriage,
etc. Once the worker is placed in the
employer’s enterprise, the depen-
dency of the families of the workers
on the employers rises with each
minor financial crisis.

Challenges Faced by Employers,
Workers & Recruitment Agents 

While we are experiencing fast eco-
nomic and social growth and development
in Indian states, poverty, discrimination,
malpractices at work, violation of state
rules and policies, etc. are highly com-
mon. Despite enjoying social, economic
and political powers by the fewer com-
munities or groups from higher religious
orders, some members of the same popu-
lation often fall into the underprivileged
category. While the suffering and hard-
ship of such members is incomparable
with that of the genuinely oppressed and

marginalized communities, as Breman
(1976) points out, membership in a cer-
tain caste, region, ethnic group, or reli-
gious community is still a significant fac-
tor in quest for jobs, causes many people
to conclude that the traditional system is
st i ll  in force, though with some
modifications. He further points out that
it should be understood that the poor seek
to improve their security within the ur-
ban environment by entering into relation-
ships of dependence with social superi-
ors and thus embracing a wide variety of
contractual and semi-contractual com-
mitments (Breman, 1976; Mehta, 1985).
In the organized sector, a contract is a
legitimate written document with a set
of norms to follow by both the parties
whereas in the unorganized sector, it is
based on the trust/ bond between the
two. In the present model, if a worker
violates an oral, the obligation to find his
replacement falls on the agent as well as
the financial assistance provided to the
ex-workers’ families shall be revoked in
some way or another (e.g. malignancy
of the workers family in the whole vil-
lage, external pressures are asserted/
threats to the family members, etc.).  

The expertise, experience and com-
mitment of workers are an essential as-
pect in sustaining employment within an
enterprise, because the other employer
is always keen to hire such workers of-
fering them better wages and facilities.
High turnover often leaves employers in
the lurch, because departing workers take
a great deal of knowledge with them.
This lack of continuity makes it hard to
meet the requirements of the enterprise
and extend services. Replacing workers’
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costs money. The cost of replacing a
worker is estimated at up to twice the
individual’s annual salary and this doesn’t
even include the cost of lost knowledge
(Wingfield & Berry, 2001). 

Workers in the new retail enterprises
face a variety of challenges such as
learning the local spoken language that
poses an obstacle when communicating
with consumers as well as family mem-
bers of employers; constant participation
in ‘storage, cleaning, and arranging
goods’ for 12-15 hours a day; difficult to
concentrate on work due to loud road-
side noise; due to large number of family
members, attached washrooms and toi-
lets are mostly occupied thus workers
have to use stinky public toilets and open
nearby spaces; etc. As working in the
urban areas at the unorganized retail en-
terprise is never a first career option for
the worker, many states that after pay-
ing-off their financial debt they are keen
on returning to their hometowns to set
up their own retail enterprises.  

Retention Strategies Adopted  

Support to the young workers by the
employers in the retail enterprises is ex-
tremely crucial for the workers’ satisfac-
tion, employment sustenance, and over-
all business sustainability. To manage this,

employers often play dual roles of em-
ployer as well as worker which is mostly
seen when the workers are on breaks/
leaves/ holidays/ sickness thus sharing
similar facilities and services along with
the workers on equal sharing basis.
Hence, this blurs the hierarchies and dif-
ferences between them. This dual nature
complicates understanding the issues re-
lated to employment of workers or the
facilities provided by the employer. Such
direct involvement also has a very dif-
ferent impact on the relationship between
the employer and workers. 

Workers’ narratives reveal that
Mumbai, as a city, plays an important role
in motivating these workers to join these
types of unorganized retail enterprises.
Workers mention that employers lure
them under the pretext of the glitter and
glamour of Bollywood and the city of
Mumbai. Studies show that the work en-
vironment can significantly affect an
individual’s ability, growth, development
and motivation towards a job (Gagne &
Deci, 2005). However, perception to-
wards the work environment may vary
from worker to worker as several social
and physical aspects may determine
workers’ satisfaction level. Multiple stud-
ies show that the unorganized retail mar-
ket is quite volatile in nature with unhy-
gienic conditions, lack of facilities, poor
work environment, dire employer-em-
ployee relationship etc. However, several
workers have shown satisfaction on the
above factors because they feel that the
overall environment and facilities in the
retail enterprise is comparatively better
than their home conditions. 

Support to the young workers by
the employers in the retail enter-
prises is extremely crucial for the
workers’ satisfaction, employment
sustenance, and overall business
sustainability.
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Accommodation and food arrange-
ments have proven to be one of the ma-
jor employment factors for the workers
who migrated from various places. Ac-
commodations are of two types: first,
arranged at the employers’ house with
other household members; and second,
a group of employers arrange a common
place for 8-15 workers near the firm’s
vicinity. Maintenance of such accommo-
dation and shared food arrangements are
solely the workers’ responsibility. Data
suggest that in order to retain the work-
ers, employers are ready to pay more
than market rate, provide flexible work-
ing hours but do not train and develop
the worker if they belong to the same
religion as within a few years the work-
ers become competitors for them.

Conclusion

The community network-based re-
cruitment model, particularly, in the un-
organized retail sector, is not commonly
available in the Indian context. Religion,
caste and sub-caste plays an important
role in hiring the workers to maintain the
purity as well as promoting ‘our people’
agenda in the religious context. On the
other hand, trust on ‘our people’ is al-
ways preferred compared to others or
locals. Drawing cues from the data, em-
ployers prefer this model to curb the com-
petition with the other employers in the
same vicinity; increase community vis-
ibility in the new cities; provide rural
workers with a dream of a better life;
support a family from the same commu-
nity in the native place of employers; and
develop a network of agents that can
satisfy other business and social needs

apart from supplying the employer with
cheap labor. The stages of development
may differ, depending on the family’s fi-
nancial urgency, which gives the em-
ployer a young worker; employers’ de-
mands from the worker; terms of en-
gagement; length of service; and termi-
nation of the services. Liability on the
agents also varies as per the relationship
with the employers and families provid-
ing labor.
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