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[bookmark: abstract]Abstract
This study examines the complex issues faced by rural consumers in the Kumbakonam area of Tamil Nadu through an empirical investigation. By gathering primary data from rural households using a structured questionnaire, the research examines the economic, informational, infrastructural, digital, and market-related barriers that influence consumer behavior. Descriptive and inferential statistical methods, such as mean, standard deviation, ANOVA, Multivariate analysis, and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), are utilized to examine the relationships among key constructs. The findings reveal that information asymmetry, price sensitivity, restricted market access, and digital exclusion have a significant impact on the purchasing choices of rural consumers. This study provides region-specific insights into the rural marketing literature and offers practical recommendations for policymakers, marketers, and educational institutions to enhance rural consumer empowerment.
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[bookmark: introduction]-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------1. Introduction
India's rural market is crucial to the national economy, contributing significantly to both consumption and demand. Although infrastructure and connectivity have improved, rural consumers still face a variety of challenges that influence their purchasing choices and overall quality of life. These challenges include limited access to branded products, insufficient information, low purchasing power, exploitation by middlemen, and a lack of digital access. Kumbakonam, a notable area in Tamil Nadu with a strong rural presence, offers an excellent context for examining these issues. This study aims to empirically explore the various challenges rural consumers face and how these affect their consumer behavior.

2. Review of Literature
Sharma and Gupta (2021) looked into marketing communication challenges in rural India. They noted that traditional advertising methods have limited reach in rural areas. Consequently, rural consumers often lack sufficient product knowledge and depend on recommendations from retailers, which may not always be impartial. 
Joseph and Varghese (2020) researched financial literacy among rural consumers. They identified that a poor understanding of pricing, credit terms, and digital financial services hinders rural consumers. The study stressed that financial illiteracy increases the risk of over-borrowing and exploitation in rural markets. 
Nair (2020) examined digital inclusion and how it affects rural consumers. The study found that digital illiteracy and weak internet access prevent rural consumers from finding online information, making digital payments, and using e-commerce platforms. This situation widens the gap between rural and urban consumption. 
Kumar and Bishnoi (2019) looked into the awareness of consumer rights among rural households. They discovered that most rural consumers do not know about grievance redressal systems or consumer protection laws. The study pointed out that low literacy rates and a lack of outreach from institutions worsen consumer vulnerability in rural areas. 
Rao and Srivastava (2019) conducted a study on consumer satisfaction in rural markets. They discovered that rural consumers frequently face issues such as a lack of quality assurance, no after-sales service, and counterfeit products. The study concluded that enhancing consumer awareness and enforcing regulations is vital for improving rural consumer welfare.
Chandrashekar (2018) studied how socio-economic factors shape rural consumer behavior. He found that income, education, and occupation significantly affect awareness, brand perception, and purchasing decisions. The study suggested that education is important for bridging the information gap among rural consumers. 
Singh and Pandey (2018) studied rural consumer behavior in India. They found that poor infrastructure, inconsistent supply chains, and reliance on middlemen heavily impact rural consumers' access to quality products. Their research showed that limited competition in rural markets often leads to higher prices and fewer product options. 
Reddy and Ramesh (2017) analyzed purchasing challenges in rural South India. They found that rural consumers often rely on local traders for credit-based purchases. This dependence can lead to unfair pricing, limited bargaining power, and less choice, especially for low-income households. 
According to Kotler and Keller (2016), there are notable differences between rural and urban consumers, particularly in terms of income, purchasing power, access to information, and brand awareness. Their research pointed out that rural consumers are very sensitive to prices and depend heavily on word-of-mouth and local retailers, which often restricts their ability to make informed choices and makes them vulnerable to exploitation.
3. Need for the Study
· To comprehend the challenges faced by rural consumers on a regional basis
· To evaluate the influence of socio-economic and digital factors on consumer behavior
· To aid in formulating policies for protecting rural consumers
· To aid marketers in designing marketing strategies for rural markets
4. Objectives of the Study
1. To identify the major challenges faced by rural consumers in the Kumbakonam region.
2. To analyze the relationship between socio-economic factors and consumer challenges.
3. To examine the differences in consumer challenges faced by different segments of consumers.
4. To assess the impact of awareness and access to technology on purchasing.
5. Scope of the Study
The study area of this research includes selected rural areas in the Kumbakonam region. The research focuses on the issues faced by consumers in pricing, availability, information, and access in the digital world. The research is limited to household consumers.
6. Limitations of the Study
1. The study is conducted in a specific geographical region.
2. The responses may be biased, as they are based on self-reported data.
3. Limited time and resources were available to conduct the study.
7. Research Design and Methodology
· Research Design: Descriptive and analytical
· Sampling Method: Convenience sampling
· Sample Size: 150 rural consumers
· Data Sources: Primary and secondary data
· Tools Used: Percentage analysis, Mean, Standard Deviation, ANOVA, Multivariate Analysis, and SEM.
7.1 Scaling Questionnaire (Likert Scale)
Rating scale: (1 – Strongly Disagree to 5 – Strongly Agree) 
1. I face difficulties in accessing branded products. 2. Prices in rural markets are higher than expected. 3. I do not have sufficient information about the quality of products. 4. Digital payment facilities are not sufficient in our area. 5. I am aware of my consumer rights.
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Demographic Profile of Respondents
Table 8.1 Age Distribution
	Age Group
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Below 25 years
	22
	14.7%

	26 – 35 years
	38
	25.3%

	36 – 45 years
	46
	30.7%

	46 – 55 years
	28
	18.7%

	Above 55 years
	16
	10.6%


Age Distribution

Interpretation: It is also clear that when it comes to age distribution, most of the participants fall in the age range of 36 to 45 years (30.7%). This is closely followed by those who fall in the age range of 26 to 35 years (25.3%). This also indicates that most of the participants are in their early to mid-career stages of their lives. In addition, those who fall in the age range of 46 to 55 years account for 18.7%, while those who fall below 25 years account for 14.7%. Finally, those who are above 55 years have the least (10.6%). More than half of the participants (56%) fall in the age range of 26 to 45 years, indicating that this study mainly represents the views of the active and professionally experienced workforce.
Table 8.2 Educational Qualification
	Education Level
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Illiterate
	18
	12.0%

	Primary
	32
	21.3%

	Secondary
	48
	32.0%

	Higher Secondary
	30
	20.0%

	Graduate & Above
	22
	14.7%

	Total
	150
	100%



Interpretation: The educational qualification of the population distribution indicates that most of the population has attained Secondary education, as shown by 32.0%. This indicates that the population has an average level of education. Additionally, the population with Primary education stands at 21.3%, while those who have attained Higher Secondary education are 20.0%. This indicates that most of the population has a basic education. Furthermore, those who have attained Graduate and above stand at 14.7%. This indicates that few people are highly educated. However, 12.0% of the population is illiterate, indicating that they do not have any educational qualifications. From the educational qualifications of the population, it is clear that most of the population has attained basic education. 


 Major Challenges Faced by Rural Consumers
Table 8.3 Ranking of Consumer Challenges
	Challenges
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Rank

	Limited product availability
	4.18
	0.82
	I

	Price fluctuations
	4.02
	0.91
	II

	Poor transportation
	3.88
	1.05
	III

	Lack of digital knowledge
	3.74
	1.12
	IV

	Limited banking facilities
	3.51
	0.98
	V

	Poor after-sales service
	3.46
	0.89
	VI


Interpretation: The analysis of the challenges based on mean scores reveals that Limited Product Availability (Mean = 4.18) is the most significant challenge faced by the respondents. It ranks in first place and implies a strong level of agreement on the impact of the challenge. Price fluctuations rank in second place with a mean score of 4.02. Poor Transportation ranks in third place with a mean score of 3.88. Lack of Digital Knowledge ranks in fourth place with a mean score of 3.74. Limited Banking Facilities and Poor After-Sales Service rank the fifth and sixth places with mean scores of 3.51 and 3.46, respectively. Overall, the results reveal that supply and price-related challenges are the most significant challenges faced by the respondents.
 Relationship between Socio-Economic Factors and Consumer Challenges
Table 8.4 Multivariate Test Results (MANOVA)
	Independent Variable
	Dependent Variable
	Wilks’ Lambda
	F Value
	Sig. (p)

	Income
	Price challenges
	0.842
	4.215
	0.003*

	Education
	Digital challenges
	0.781
	6.104
	0.001**

	Occupation
	Availability issues
	0.865
	3.476
	0.012*


*Significant at 5% level, **Significant at 1% level
Interpretation: From the results of the MANOVA test, it is evident that demographic factors have a statistically significant impact on various types of challenges. Income is found to be significant for price challenges (Wilks' Lambda = 0.842, F = 4.215, p = 0.003), which means that differences in income levels are highly influential in determining the types of price challenges faced by individuals. Since the probability value is below 0.05, it is highly significant at 5%. Education is found to be highly significant for digital challenges (Wilks' Lambda = 0.781, F = 6.104, p = 0.001), which means that differences in education levels are highly influential in determining digital challenges faced by individuals. Since the probability value is below 0.01, it is highly significant at 1%. Occupation is found to be highly significant for availability challenges (Wilks' Lambda = 0.865, F = 3.476, p = 0.012), which means that differences in occupation are highly influential in determining availability challenges faced by individuals. Since the probability value is below 0.05, it is highly significant at 5%. Income, education, and occupation play a crucial role in determining the types of challenges faced by individuals. 
Differences in Consumer Challenges across Demographic Groups.
Table 8.5 ANOVA – Income vs Price Perception
	Income Group
	Mean Score
	Standard Deviation

	Below ₹10,000
	4.35
	0.68

	₹10,001–₹20,000
	4.05
	0.82

	Above ₹20,000
	3.60
	0.91


ANOVA Result
	Source
	F Value
	Sig. (p)

	Between Groups
	5.827
	0.004*


*Significant at 5%
Interpretation: From the mean comparison, it is clear that the lowest income group, i.e., those who earn below ₹10,000, face the highest level of challenges, as the mean value for this group is 4.35, with an SD of 0.68. Similarly, those who earn between ₹10,001 and ₹20,000 face the next level of challenges, as the mean value for this group is 4.05, with an SD of 0.82. On the other hand, those who earn above ₹20,000 face a low level of challenges, as the mean value for this group is 3.60, with an SD of 0.91. This shows that the lowest income groups face a higher level of challenges than the highest income groups. From the ANOVA result, it is clear that the value of F, i.e., 5.827, is significant at 5% level, as the value of p is 0.004. This shows that income level has an impact on the level of challenges faced


Table 8.6 ANOVA – Education vs Digital Challenges
	Education Level
	Mean Score

	Illiterate
	4.20

	Primary
	3.95

	Secondary
	3.70

	Graduate
	3.10


F = 7.942
p = 0.001**
Interpretation: The mean scores show that the level of challenge is the highest for the illiterates (Mean - 4.20), followed by the primary-educated (Mean-3.95), then the secondary-educated (Mean-3.70), and the least level of challenge is reported by the graduates (Mean-3.10). It is clear from the mean scores that the level of challenge decreases with the increase in the level of educational qualification. The result of the ANOVA is F = 7.942 and p = 0.001. The result is statistically significant at the 1% level of significance. Therefore, the hypothesis is accepted, which states that the level of educational qualification is highly significant in affecting the level of challenge.
Table 8.7: Model Fit Indices
	Fit Index
	Value
	Acceptable Level

	Chi-square/df
	2.18
	< 3

	CFI
	0.93
	> 0.90

	GFI
	0.91
	> 0.90

	RMSEA
	0.067
	< 0.08


Interpretation: The model fit indices show that the proposed model has a good model fit overall. This is supported by the fact that the value of Chi-square/df is 2.18, which is below the acceptable limit of 3. In addition, the value of CFI, which is 0.93, is above the acceptable level of 0.90, indicating a strong fit for this model. Furthermore, the GFI value of 0.91 is also above the acceptable level of 0.90, indicating a strong fit for this model as well. Moreover, the value of RMSEA, which is 0.067, is below the acceptable cut-off value of 0.08, indicating a reasonable error of approximation. All model fit indices are above the acceptable level, indicating that the structural model is well-fitted for further interpretation of relationships between variables.


Table 8.8 SEM Path Coefficients
	Path
	Standardized Beta (β)
	CR Value
	p Value
	Result

	Socio-economic Status → Consumer Challenges
	0.61
	5.84
	0.000**
	Significant

	Education → Digital Awareness
	0.72
	6.92
	0.000**
	Significant

	Digital Awareness → Purchasing Behaviour
	0.57
	4.76
	0.000**
	Significant

	Awareness → Purchasing Behaviour
	0.49
	3.98
	0.001*
	Significant


*Significant at 5%
**Significant at 1%
Interpretation: The structural path analysis indicates that all hypothesized relationships are positive and statistically significant. Socio-economic Status has a strong positive influence on Consumer Challenges (β = 0.61, CR = 5.84, p = 0.000), significant at the 1% level, suggesting that variations in socio-economic status substantially affect the level of challenges faced by consumers. Education shows a very strong positive impact on Digital Awareness (β = 0.72, CR = 6.92, p = 0.000), also significant at the 1% level, indicating that higher education significantly enhances digital awareness. Further, Digital Awareness positively influences Purchasing Behaviour (β = 0.57, CR = 4.76, p = 0.000), confirming that digitally aware consumers demonstrate more informed purchasing decisions. Similarly, Awareness has a positive and significant effect on Purchasing Behaviour (β = 0.49, CR = 3.98, p = 0.001), significant at the 5% level. Overall, the findings confirm that socio-economic and educational factors indirectly and directly influence purchasing behaviour through awareness and digital competence.
9. Findings of the Study
1. The demographic analysis revealed that the majority of the respondents belonged to the age group of 36-45 years, which constitutes 30.7%. Further, 32% of the respondents had completed secondary education. Nearly 48% of the respondents belonged to the monthly income group below ₹20,000.
2. Among the major challenges, the problem of limited product availability had the highest mean score (Mean = 4.18, SD = 0.82). It was ranked first in the list of major challenges.
3. Price fluctuation was identified as the second major issue with a mean score of 4.02 (SD = 0.91).
4. Poor transportation facilities were found to have a mean value of 3.88 (SD = 1.05), which suggests that there is a moderate to high level of concern about transportation facilities.
5. Challenges faced due to digital knowledge were found to have a mean score of 3.74 (SD = 1.12), indicating that digital illiteracy is a major issue. The standard deviation of 1.12 suggests that there is a lack of digital knowledge among the people.
6. ANOVA results show a significant difference in terms of income groups and price-related challenges (F = 5.827, p = 0.004). The result shows that the mean score for those who earn less than 10,000 is higher (Mean = 4.35) than for those who earn more than 20,000 (Mean = 3.60).
7. A significant difference was also found in terms of education level and digital challenges (F = 7.942, p = 0.001). The result shows that the mean score for illiterates is higher (Mean = 4.20) than the mean score for graduates (Mean = 3.10).
8. Results of the multivariate analysis show that the variable of income level is a significant influence on price perception (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.842, p = 0.003). Education level is also a significant influence on digital challenges (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.781, p = 0.001).
9. Results from the Structural Equation Modeling confirm that consumer challenges are significantly affected by socio-economic status (β = 0.61, p < 0.001). Education has a strong positive effect on digital awareness (β = 0.72, p < 0.001), and digital awareness has a strong effect on purchasing behaviour (β = 0.57, p < 0.001).
10. The model fit indices are good (CFI = 0.93, GFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.067), thus confirming that the model is reliable.
11. The SEM model has confirmed that socio-economic status indirectly affects purchasing behaviour through digital awareness.
10. Suggestions of the Study
1. As the limited product availability had the highest mean value of 4.18, companies should focus on strengthening the rural distribution network and opening more retail outlets in rural areas.
2. As the price fluctuation had a high mean value of 4.02 and a significant difference in the mean values across the income groups (F = 5.827, p = 0.004), the government authorities should focus on strengthening the price control and monitoring.
3. As the mean value for the transportation challenges was 3.88, the authorities should focus on strengthening the rural transport facilities.
4. As the digital challenges had a significant difference in the mean values across the education groups (F = 7.942, p = 0.001), the digital literacy programs should focus on the illiterate and primary-level educated consumers separately.
5. As the role of education is significant in the creation of digital awareness (β = 0.72), the effectiveness of awareness campaigns and adult education should be increased in the context of improving purchasing behavior.
6. As digital awareness is found to significantly influence purchasing behavior (β = 0.57), financial organizations should focus on creating digital payment options and should provide hands-on experience for rural consumers.
7. As the socio-economic status of the consumer is found to significantly influence the challenges faced by the consumer (β = 0.61), the effectiveness of poverty alleviation and employment generation should be increased in the context of improving the purchasing power of the consumer.
8. 8. Since the model fits well according to the SEM, as evidenced by the good model fit (CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.067), these findings may be used confidently to inform policymakers to develop strategies for rural development based on the dimensions of affordability, awareness, and accessibility.
9. Special focus should be accorded to those income groups who earned below ₹10,000, as they faced maximum price-related stress (Mean = 4.35).
11. Conclusion
The study aimed to identify the challenges faced by rural consumers in Kumbakonam and analyzed how socio-economic and demographic factors contribute to purchasing behavior.

The findings of the study highlight that rural consumers face structural and economic challenges, especially with regard to product availability and price volatility. Socio-economic status is found to be an important factor that affects consumer challenges, especially with regard to income and education levels. Education is found to be an important factor that enhances digital awareness, which is positively correlated with purchasing behavior.
Although digital penetration is increasing, digital literacy is still found to be lacking among rural consumers. Enhancing digital awareness is found to be effective in reducing consumer challenges. It is concluded that digital access and socio-economic development are crucial factors that will change rural consumer behavior in Kumbakonam.
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Age Distribution

Percentage	
Below 25 years	26 – 35 years	36 – 45 years	46 – 55 years	Above 55 years	0.14699999999999999	0.253	0.307	0.187	0.106	

Educational Qualification

Percentage	
Illiterate	Primary	Secondary	Higher Secondary	Graduate 	&	 Above	0.12	0.21299999999999999	0.32	0.2	0.14699999999999999	
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