


The Future of India’s Rural Markets



In the book The Future of India’s Rural Markets, consumer insights veteran Kunal 
Sinha has presented a vivid picture of how Indian rural consumers have been chang-
ing and will continue to evolve. Once dismissed as ‘hard to reach’, ‘illiterate’, ‘media 
dark’, rural India is changing at an ever-increasing pace powered by better connec-
tivity – both roads and mobile. Marketers will find the lessons presented by Kunal of 
great value as they get ready to tap the exciting potential that Indian rural consum-
ers offer.

Dr Ambi Parameswaran
Independent Brand Coach and Founder Brand-Building.com

The diversity of rural India and its rapid evolution in recent years has bewildered 
many. Kunal Sinha has studied this transformation for three decades to decode its 
intricacies that paint a picture of its future over the next three. For every person or 
institution that wants a piece of this bright future, this book is a treasure trove of 
opportunities.

Anish Daryani
Founder & President Director

M&C Saatchi Indonesia

While we have been celebrating the India growth story, what we perhaps missed out 
on was diversified and inclusive growth. The real power of India rests in its village 
and unlocking that potential can be a game changer. This book from Kunal Sinha 
covers deep insights from rural India and the reader will have an immersive experi-
ence. Product marketeers, agri-tech innovators, students and institutions wanting to 
do social good can greatly benefit from the book and their actions will lead to a more 
sustainable growth.

Anuj Agarwal
Chief Operating Officer

ICICI Foundation

A brilliant analysis by one of the best Asian strategists of our time. Kunal’s multidi-
mensional examination of rural markets presents numerous insights and opportuni-
ties that can be leveraged by brands and government bodies. With a robust narrative 
complemented with actual stories, this book is an academic masterpiece with a 
human touch.

Ashik Ashokan
Head of Advisory, APAC

World Advertising Research Centre (WARC)

The Future of India’s Rural Markets: A Transformational Opportunity by Kunal 
Sinha is an incredible insight into the importance of rural markets in India, changes 
which are happening in it with advent of technology and most importantly how to 
unlock the potential of rural markets. It’s a must read for anyone who wants to suc-
ceed in complex but exciting rural markets or just enjoy reading about the India that 
is not so well known.

Ashish Dobhal
Regional Director, India Region

UPL Limited



The tumultuous beginning to the 21st Century has turned a majority of extant ‘wis-
dom’ on the value drivers of global economies upside down and downside up. Clam-
our for accountability on governance standards that puts sustainability in the centre 
of governance has created strategic interest in rural markets and its opportunities to 
re-frame economic priorities. Kunal Sinha’s book directs the spotlight on the oppor-
tunities in the Indian rural markets – which could well act as a bow light on how tech-
nology navigates swathes of rural poor out of poverty, and also inspire the wealthy to 
discover purpose in their existentialist quest.

Professor Bibek Banerjee
Dean, School of Management and Entrepreneurship

Shiv Nadar University

The first thing that strikes one while reading through the book is the myriad trans-
formational opportunities that are waiting to be harnessed in the rural markets of 
India. Each chapter is a pocket map with succinct directions to traverse the multi-
faceted villages, brought alive by the stories of their inhabitants; every page provides 
a new insight and plants a fresh idea.

Deepa Mathew
Chief Insights and Digital Marketing Officer

Ceat Tyres

For years rural India, in spite of being the dominant majority in terms of spread, 
fundamentals and population, has yearned for the wings to fly and escape the back-
stage tag. The Future of India’s Rural Markets by Kunal Sinha reveals the path 
and trajectory how rural India of today unleashes its dramatic transformation. This 
book is not just about markets, economics and growth, but delightfully weaves the 
sociocultural nuances of change in rural India. Must read and keep both for aca-
demia and practitioners.

Prof. Diwakar Shukla
Dean

Faculty of Journalism and Creative Studies
Jagran Lakecity University, India

Kunal Sinha’s book, The Future of India’s Rural Markets: A Transformational 
Opportunity is a welcome addition to the growing literature emerging on Indian 
rural market. The book is not only well researched but also provides many valuable 
insights based on his years of work in the field. The data in general reflects a dra-
matic transformation in the way more and more people from the Indian hinterland 
are making online purchases and paying digitally. The narrative, especially the chap-
ters sharing case studies of rural men and women, is very inspirational and reflects 
the mood and manner of the emerging rural economy.

Prof. Jaishri Jethwaney
Vice President, NAPSIPAG Centre for Disaster Research (NDRG)

Former ICSSR Senior Research Fellow & Professor,  
Indian Institute of Mass Communication



We all understand that the factors bridging the gap between India and Bharat 
include technology, financial inclusion, education, infrastructure, policies, people’s 
ambitions and pure Indian inventiveness. For all business leaders planning their next 
move, Kunal vividly brings to life these transforming stories. A truly eye-opening 
look at rural India.

Nirmallya Roy Chowdhury
Founder

Radicle Advisors – Brand Asset Creators

Rural India is clearly in policy and market focus; business and academic interest in 
this large market segment has never been greater. However, current literature on the 
ongoing transformation, and its drivers has been sketchy. Kunal Sinha brilliantly 
provides readers the context of rural transformation, amplifying the hidden poten-
tial with real-life examples. A must-read for business leaders, marketers, academics, 
policymakers, development professionals and students alike.

Prof. Sajal Mukherjee
Director

Apeejay Institute of Mass Communication
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This book is dedicated to the memory of rural marketing pioneer, trailblazer and my 
teacher, Mr Dwipal Kumar Bose.
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Foreword

For decades, millions of residents of rural India have been viewed by corpora-
tions, governments and non-profits as a potential driver of growth. But the sheer 
scale, dispersion and diversity deterred most players from engaging with this mass 
of humanity.

That reluctance is in the past. Spurred by technology, enabled by growing 
investment in infrastructure and accompanied by recognition of the need for 
social justice, a wave of aspiration is sweeping through families in the country-
side. The digital divide is rapidly being bridged, creating new opportunities in 
livelihood, revolutionizing agriculture, providing access to finance and delivering 
healthcare and education to even the most remote villages. New online market-
places allow farmers to get the best price for their produce and sell to buyers 
anywhere, just as the deep penetration of e-commerce lets them buy from any 
merchant. With urban markets proving to be challenging, many start-ups are cre-
ating business models that tap into the potential in rural markets – and receiving 
generous funding.

In the context of  India’s long-term growth story, investment in rural India 
is a no-brainer. Unlike other large markets that have rapidly urbanized, India’s 
rural population will continue to grow. The new wrinkle in this constant churn of 
social mobility is the phenomenon of reverse migration, as educated and quali-
fied people choose to return to villages. By investing in modern organic farming, 
dairy or floriculture, up-skilling young women and men and connecting their 
handicraft to markets, or even providing platforms for creative expression and 
monetizing talent, they have made rural India an extremely dynamic, exciting 
marketplace.

It is this sense of optimism and dynamism that The Future of India’s Rural 
Markets captures so well. The book is structured to answer the three fundamen-
tal questions: why do rural markets matter, what is the change that is sweeping 
through them, and how to engage meaningfully with rural consumers.

Through his deep research and facile storytelling, Kunal Sinha has been able 
to not only document the change, but also provide direction to any enterprise 
that wishes to take the plunge into the rural market. With over three decades 
of experience studying the rural and small-town consumers in India, China and 
South East Asia, and helping brands and non-profits with their rural strategy, 
I can think of no better person to bring alive the opportunity than him. Senior 



xviii     Foreword

business leaders, academics, policymakers as well as students of rural develop-
ment and marketing will find this a very useful guide to shape their understanding 
and facilitate decision-making.

As the global and Indian economy seek a return to growth, this book is a 
timely exposition of the roots.

Professor Vijay Mahajan
John P. Harbin Centennial Chair in Business, McCombs School of Business, 

University of Texas at Austin
Author: RISE of Rural Consumers in Developing Countries



Preface

Rural transformation is a process of comprehensive societal change whereby 
rural societies diversify their economies and reduce their reliance on agriculture; 
becoming interdependent on distant places to trade and to acquire as well as pro-
vide goods, services and ideas (Berdegué et al., 2014).

Rural transformation is also the reorganization of society in a given space, 
being embedded within a wider process of structural change that involves the 
whole of a country. The structural changes involved in rural transformation often 
require the harnessing of technological knowledge in order to broaden the range 
of productive activities that rural workers can engage in. Rather than contributing 
to growth and industrialization only, innovation can be a key factor in addressing 
urgent developmental challenges, such as healthcare, safe water and sanitation, 
energy and women’s participation.

While global forces drive this transformation, they are mediated by localized 
social structures, institutional frameworks and local societies with different levels 
of human agency.

This book explores the reorganization of the institutional frameworks, the 
gradual disruption of social structures and the interplay of human agency with 
structural change, much of it made possible by technology.
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