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Chapter 1: Introduction

I
n an era marked by rapid technological advancement and unprecedented challenges, 
traditional paradigms of innovation have been called into question. While technology has 
been a significant driver of economic progress, it has proven insufficient in addressing the 
myriad social, economic, and environmental issues that modern societies face globally. 
These complexities necessitate a broader, more inclusive approach to innovation -- one 

that transcends technological solutions and ventures into the social fabric of communities. 

Background Information on Social Innovation and its Importance

Social innovation is emerging as a crucial paradigm for addressing societal challenges 
that are often left unaddressed by technological innovation. It encompasses new strategies, 
concepts, ideas, and organisations that aim to meet social needs and create a social impact 
(Mulgan, 2007). Unlike technological innovations that frequently focus on individual utility or 
market value, social innovations prioritise societal benefit and aim at systemic change (Pol & 
Ville, 2009). As noted in the Europe 2020 strategy, social innovation has gained prominence 
not only within the European Union but also globally as a means to achieve smart, sustainable, 
and inclusive growth (European Commission, 2010).

The concept of social innovation incorporates a variety of forms and operates through 
diverse societal sectors. It is not limited to any particular sector or type of organisation, 
enabling a high degree of flexibility and adaptability (Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010). It is worth 
noting that social innovation often arises from cross-sectoral collaborations that bring together 
public, private, and civil sectors to address complex challenges (Westley et al., 2006).

Social innovation stands as more than just a novel idea; it is a process that has distinctive 
stages and preconditions, providing policymakers a systematic framework to foster and 
promote innovative solutions (Murray et al., 2010). By understanding these nuances, resources 
can be allocated more efficiently, thereby potentially accelerating the rates of meaningful 
social change.

The State of Social Innovation in India

India presents a unique landscape for social innovation, characterised by its vast diversity, 
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rapid economic growth, and persistent social challenges. Despite its economic advancements, 
the country continues to grapple with issues such as poverty, healthcare inadequacy, educational 
gaps, and environmental degradation. Social innovation has emerged as a compelling solution 
to these challenges, offering pathways for sustainable and inclusive development.

In recent years, India has witnessed a burgeoning ecosystem for social innovation, spurred 
by government initiatives, corporate social responsibility (CSR) programmes, and a vibrant civil 
society. Organisations like the National Innovation Foundation have been set up to promote 
grassroots innovations that aim to solve local issues (Gupta, 2016). Additionally, multiple 
innovation hubs and incubators, often in collaboration with educational institutions, are 
nurturing a new generation of social entrepreneurs.

The private sector is also increasingly engaged in social innovation, especially in technology-
driven sectors like healthcare, agriculture, and renewable energy (Dhawan, 2019). Social 
enterprises like SELCO India, Amul, and Agastya International Foundation are prime examples 
of organisations that have leveraged innovative models to address societal needs.

However, the field is not without its challenges. Social innovators often face barriers like 
insufficient funding, lack of scalability, and a complex regulatory environment. Moreover, the 
disparity in access to innovation between urban and rural areas continues to be a matter of 
concern.

Social innovation in India is at a crucial juncture, offering promising solutions to persistent 
social problems, while also facing several hurdles that need to be overcome for widespread impact.

Despite the growing significance of social innovation as a tool for addressing social, 
economic, and environmental challenges in India, there is a notable gap in the understanding 
of how this form of innovation can be systematically supported and scaled. While various 
actors like governmental bodies, private organisations, and non-profits are involved in fostering 
social innovation, the sector is still fraught with challenges such as lack of funding, barriers 
to scalability, and regulatory hurdles. This leads to the research problem:

This research paper aims to address the following key issues:

1. Examination of the Current State of Social Innovation in India: This will involve an in-
depth analysis of the present scenario, identifying major players, various forms of social 
innovations, and the sectors where these innovations are most prevalent.

2. Exploration of Existing Support Mechanisms: The study will scrutinise the support 
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systems currently in place, such as government initiatives, incubators, and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) programmes, to gauge their effectiveness in fostering social innovation.

3. Assessment of the Role of Cross-Sectoral Partnerships: The research will explore how 
collaborations between the public sector, private entities, and civil society can either 
facilitate or impede the advancement of social innovations.

4. Proposal of a Framework for a Support System: Based on the findings, the paper will 
propose a comprehensive framework or model that can guide policymakers, investors, and 
social innovators in enhancing and scaling social innovation initiatives in India.

5. Provision of Policy Recommendations: The paper will conclude with practical 
recommendations for policymakers, aimed at improving the institutional support system 
for social innovation in India.

Through this exploration, the research aims to contribute to the development of a robust 
ecosystem for social innovation in India, fostering sustainable and impactful solutions to 
societal challenges.

This research paper is structured to offer a comprehensive understanding of the development 
and support system for social innovation in India. The paper commences with an introductory 
section that provides background information on social innovation and its growing significance, 
particularly in the Indian context. This section also elucidates the research problem and 
outlines the objectives of the study. Following the introduction, a literature review section 
serves to clarify key concepts and theories related to social innovation and summarises existing 
scholarly work on its status in India and the support mechanisms in place.

The third section delineates the landscape of social innovation in India discussing its varied 
forms, key players, and active sectors. The fourth section includes a section on cross-sectoral 
partnerships, exemplified by case studies that highlight successful collaborations that have 
fostered social innovation. The fifth section delves into the support ecosystem for social 
innovation and investigates the networks, policies, and institutions that support or hinder social 
innovation in India. It evaluates the roles of various stakeholders, including the government, 
private sector, and civil society, in nurturing or impeding social enterprises.

The sixth section discusses the challenges and opportunities and highlights the main 
obstacles to and prospects for social innovation in India. The final sections of the paper consist 
of policy recommendations based on the findings, a concluding summary, and suggestions for 
future research. A reference list for supplementary material completes the paper.

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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What is Social Innovation?  

At its core, social innovation refers to the development and implementation of novel 
solutions aimed at resolving complex social, environmental, and economic challenges. As 
pointed out by Michelini (2012), it serves as an innovation intended for social change, designed 
to fulfil unmet social needs. Van Dyck & Van den Broeck (2013) reinforce this perspective by 
emphasising its purpose to satisfy social demands that are not currently being met.

Peter Drucker, one of the early theorists on the subject, defined social innovation as 
“innovation in meeting social needs of, or delivering social benefits to, communities” (Moulaert 
et al., 2013). According to Drucker, social innovation in the 19th century was primarily state-
driven, like Bismarck’s social security system, while the 20th century saw the private sector 
take the lead in areas such as corporate research labs, mass media, and agricultural advances.

In the more contemporary framework, Moulaert et al. (2013) provide a narrower focus by 
defining social innovation as the creation of new products, services, organisational structures, or 
activities that outperform traditional approaches in addressing issues such as social exclusion. 
This reflects a paradigm shift from state-driven to a more market-centric view, incorporating 
diverse actors from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors.

International and national organisations also offer valuable insights into the conceptualisation 
of social innovation. The OECD views it as the design and implementation of new solutions 
that bring about improvements in the welfare and well-being of individuals and communities. 
The Centre for Social Innovation at Stanford Graduate School of Business describes it as the 
process of deploying effective solutions to challenging systemic social and environmental 
issues, an act that can be undertaken across different sectors. The Government of Canada and 
Canadian Policy Research Networks highlight its efficacy, efficiency, and sustainability, stating 
that the value created primarily accrues to society rather than private individuals.

In the Indian context, social innovation is perceived as a sustainable, market-driven 
approach that brings transformative social and environmental changes, particularly 
benefitting populations that are often underserved. This form of innovation typically arises at 
the convergence of community, business, and government sectors, aligning with the United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As explained by Anil Kumar Gupta, social 
innovation often manifests when both market and governmental solutions are inadequate 
in addressing the needs of disadvantaged groups. In such situations, civil society or social 

Chapter 2: Literature Review
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entrepreneurs play a crucial role in bridging this gap. Importantly, in social innovation, the 
beneficiaries, who are usually marginalised or underserved, are not always required to pay 
for the services or products offered. This characteristic highlights the significance of social 
innovation in filling the voids left by traditional market and state systems, with particular 
focus on aiding vulnerable communities.

Social entrepreneurship, within this framework, can be considered a specific aspect of social 
innovation. It utilises entrepreneurial methods not just for creation but also for sustaining 
positive social change. The primary aim of social entrepreneurship is to tackle social or 
environmental challenges, often through innovative business models that strike a balance 
between social impact and financial viability. This approach underscores the role of social 
entrepreneurship as a critical instrument for fostering societal and environmental well-being, 
leveraging entrepreneurial strategies for the greater good.

Thus, social innovation manifests as a multi-faceted, interdisciplinary approach involving 
various stakeholders and sectors. It can be broadly defined as a set of innovative, sustainable 
strategies and solutions aimed at generating transformative social or environmental change, 
often emphasising the welfare of underserved communities, while incorporating elements of 
market logic and cross-sectoral collaboration.

Dimensions of Social Innovation in the 21st Century

Social innovation has become an umbrella term that encompasses a multitude of approaches 
aimed at solving societal challenges. The literature identifies several key dimensions of social 
innovation, each contributing to its growing relevance and complexity. This review will delve 
into these dimensions: the role of hybrid domain actors, the influence of technology, micro-
modes of delivery, the concept of “double failures,” and the significance of territorial and 
institutional context.

Hybrid Domain Actors in Social Innovation

The 21st-century landscape of social innovation is increasingly characterised by the 
involvement of “hybrid domain actors”, a range of stakeholders from the private sector, 
government, and civil society, each contributing unique skills and resources. Such a hybrid 
approach has broadened the scope of social innovation, allowing for more comprehensive and 
multi-dimensional solutions (Moulaert & Nussbaumer, 2005).

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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The Role of Technology

Technological advancements have a profound impact on social innovation, either through 
the development of new technologies or, more commonly, new applications of existing ones. 
The literature indicates that Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) have been 
particularly transformative, enabling more effective service delivery to marginalised populations 
including the rural poor, the elderly, and the disabled (Castells, 2000; Sassen, 2006).

Micro Modes of Delivery

In addressing the ‘last-mile’ problem, social innovations often employ micro-modes of 
delivery, including micro-credit, micro-packaging, and micro-servicing (Hanson et al., 2008; 
Montagu, 2002). These localised solutions effectively bridge economic, social, and geographical 
gaps, enhancing the accessibility of services and goods. “Social-franchising” has emerged as a 
buzzword, particularly in the healthcare sector, offering standardised service delivery formats 
that can be replicated to maximise social impact across varied geographies (Tracey & Jarvis, 
2007).

Double Failures

The literature suggests that social innovation often emerges from “double failures,” where 
both market and non-market forces fall short in addressing societal challenges. In such 
scenarios, either state intervention or the involvement of civil society organisations becomes 
crucial, often requiring a collaborative approach (Freeman, 1995; Freeman & Perez, 1988).

Context-Specific Nature of Social Innovation

The need for social innovation is highly influenced by territorial and institutional contexts 
(Van Dyck & Van den Broeck, 2013). The ‘national system of innovation’ literature emphasises 
the role of context in shaping social innovation (Freeman, 1995; Freeman & Perez, 1988). 
The concept of “contextual learning” has also been discussed, stressing the importance of 
understanding localised needs and co-creating solutions with users or consumers (Brown & 
Duguid, 1991; Nonaka, 1994).

The Need for Institutional Change

In the realm of social innovation, institutions, both formal and informal, are frequently 
required to adapt and evolve. Be it corporations, states, or civil society organisations, changes 
in operational logics and modes of engagement with stakeholders are frequently documented 
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(Moulaert & Nussbaumer, 2005). For example, companies may change their knowledge 
sourcing strategies or even their mission statements to better align with social goals.

Financing Schemes and Resource Mobilisation

Financial resources are often a bottleneck for driving social innovation. The literature 
points out that novel financial mechanisms, such as impact investing or crowdfunding, are 
increasingly becoming relevant to mobilise necessary resources. These schemes often blend 
resources from both for-profit and non-profit sectors, facilitating the creation of new products 
and services targeted towards underserved populations.

A Multi-Disciplinary Approach

Another intriguing point brought forth in scholarly articles is the necessity for multi-
disciplinary teams, especially in corporate R&D units focused on social innovation. These 
teams combine expertise from natural sciences, engineering, and social sciences to create 
solutions for complex, multi-dimensional problems (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Nonaka, 1994).

Local Partnerships and Collaboration

In areas where localised knowledge is scarce, partnerships with local NGOs, social 
entrepreneurs, and civil society organisations provide invaluable insights and facilitate access 
to targeted populations. This practice serves to fill the knowledge gaps and promotes effective 
implementation of social innovations.

Differentiating Social Innovation

The literature also establishes a clear difference between technological innovation and 
social innovation. Unlike the former, social innovations aim for societal impact, addressing 
structural challenges and often focusing on equity considerations (Freeman, 1995; Freeman 
& Perez, 1988).

Systems Thinking and Adaptation

A noteworthy consensus in the literature is that social innovations frequently involve the 
recombination or adaptation of existing ideas to address new challenges. There is a strong 
system focus among scholars, emphasising that social innovation aims for systemic societal 
changes, addressing the root causes of problems rather than merely alleviating symptoms (Van 
Dyck & Van den Broeck, 2013).

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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In sum, social innovation is a complex field that necessitates institutional flexibility, 
multi-disciplinary expertise, and systemic thinking. As the literature shows, understanding 
these dimensions is essential for developing effective, sustainable, and scalable solutions to 
address complex societal challenges. The practice is increasingly seen as a tool for societal 
change, requiring a holistic approach that transcends traditional organisational boundaries 
and leverages multiple types of resources for maximal impact.
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Introduction

The term “subcontinent” aptly describes India, highlighting its sheer vastness in terms of 
both area and diversity. India, with its expansive landscapes, varying climates, and distinct 
cultures, truly resembles a mini continent in its own right. Its size and heterogeneity equate 
it to several European nations combined. India is a federation composed of 28 states and 8 
union territories, each with its own identity. These states are not mere administrative units; 
they each have their own languages, cuisines, folklores, and traditional attires. For instance, 
while Punjab resonates with the beats of the ‘dhol’ and the lively ‘Bhangra’ dance, Kerala, on 
the other hand, is known for its tranquil backwaters and the classical dance form ‘Kathakali’. 
This territorial diversity means that solutions and innovations in one state may need to be 
significantly adapted to be effective in another.

Post its Independence in 1947, India adopted a democratic system of governance. However, 
its sociopolitical landscape is far from homogenous. Issues of caste, class, ethnicity, and 
gender intersect with politics, leading to a complex web of power dynamics and hierarchies. 
For instance, the tribal belt in central India has distinct challenges tied to indigenous rights 
and forest resources, while urban centres grapple with issues like migration and housing. 
Social innovators need to navigate these complexities, ensuring their solutions are equitable 
and just.

Social innovators in India often emphasise “ground-up” or grassroots innovation, which 
takes into account the local context, needs, and cultural nuances. Solutions that work in the 
agrarian landscapes of Bihar might need recalibration for the tech hubs of Bangalore. Moreover, 
social innovations in India often draw from its vast cultural and traditional knowledge systems, 
integrating age-old wisdom with modern technology and practices.

The Indian landscape has been marked by an intricate dance between traditional systems 
and the forces of modernisation. This dance has led to some structural gaps and ‘failures’. 
Modern welfare states, inspired by Western models, aimed at ensuring a safety net for 
every citizen, but they often fell short in the context of India’s unique challenges. Similarly, 
the free market capitalism model, though bringing in investment and growth, sometimes 
overlooked the diverse and intricate socio-cultural fabric of the country. These ‘failures’, be it 
in delivering consistent welfare or in ensuring inclusive economic growth, laid the groundwork 

Chapter 3: The Landscape of Social 
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for innovative approaches. India, given its scale and diversity, grapples with challenges that are 
often intricate and layered. For instance, providing quality education in remote villages isn’t 
just about building schools, but also involves understanding local dialects, customs, and even 
migration patterns. Similarly, health solutions need to account for varied regional diets, local 
diseases, and traditional health beliefs. The multidimensionality of such issues makes them 
resistant to textbook solutions and necessitates out-of-the-box thinking.

Recognising that the weight of these challenges was too heavy for any single sector to 
bear, collaboration emerged as a key theme. Governments, with their regulatory powers and 
vast reach, joined hands with civil society organisations, which brought on-ground insights 
and community trust. Private enterprises, with their resources and expertise, became crucial 
players, either as solution providers or enablers. This multi-stakeholder approach has been 
central to India’s social innovation landscape. An example is the collaboration between the 
government and private telecom companies to boost digital literacy in rural areas.

In this backdrop, the term ‘social innovation’ gained prominence in India. It wasn’t just 
about introducing new products or services but reimagining solutions that were socially 
inclusive, sustainable, and sensitive to local nuances. This was innovation rooted in empathy 
and driven by a genuine desire to bridge societal gaps. Social entrepreneurs, community 
leaders, and even large corporations started viewing challenges as opportunities to innovate. 
For instance, addressing the lack of banking infrastructure in remote areas led to the rise 
of mobile banking solutions tailored for the rural populace. Continuing from the previous 
discussion on India’s diversity, it’s evident that this diversity, though a challenge in itself, also 
acts as a catalyst for social innovation. The varying needs and challenges of different regions 
and communities push stakeholders to design localised, customised solutions. The richness of 
India’s cultural and traditional knowledge systems further offers a treasure trove of insights 
and methods that modern-day social innovators can draw from. The intersection of ancient 
wisdom with contemporary challenges often leads to solutions that are both innovative and 
rooted in local contexts.

Throughout its vast and varied history, India has been a crucible of community-based 
solutions. Grounded in the communal living of its ancient civilisations, the society evolved 
around principles of collective well-being and shared responsibility. Villages, the smallest 
administrative units, operated like microcosms, addressing their challenges internally, 
often through community consultations and collective actions. These challenges ranged 
from irrigation woes in agrarian landscapes to creating community granaries for drought 
management.

The term ‘Jugaad’ transcends a mere act of innovation. Rooted in the colloquial vernacular, 
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‘Jugaad’ is a mindset, a philosophy, and a way of life for millions. At its core, ‘Jugaad’ 
embodies the art of spotting solutions within constraints. It’s about maximising the utility of 
limited resources in an inventive manner. Whether it’s repurposing an old motor to draw water 
from a well or turning a bicycle into a makeshift flour mill, ‘Jugaad’ is a testament to human 
ingenuity in the face of scarcity.

While ‘Jugaad’ may have originated from the grassroots, its principles echo strongly in 
today’s frameworks of social innovation. Modern social innovation theories focus on sustainable 
solutions, often emphasising doing more with less — a sentiment that resonates with the ethos 
of ‘Jugaad’. This connection was academically explored by Radjou & Prabhu in 2015. They 
postulated that the age-old ‘Jugaad’ mentality is deeply aligned with the modern world’s 
need for frugal and sustainable innovations. The global challenges of the 21st century, such as 
climate change, resource scarcity, and rapid urbanisation, require solutions that are efficient, 
cost-effective, and sustainable — attributes that ‘Jugaad’ has championed for centuries. 

India’s inherent ‘Jugaad’ mindset is now gaining international recognition. Global 
organisations are looking towards India, not just as a market but as a hub of frugal innovation. 
The country’s ability to devise high-impact solutions at a fraction of the conventional cost 
serves as a model for emerging economies and developed nations alike. Whether it’s affordable 
health solutions like the Aravind Eye Care System or grassroots initiatives like the Barefoot 
College, the spirit of ‘Jugaad’ pulsates through them, showcasing the potential of resourceful 
thinking in addressing global challenges. The ‘Jugaad’ culture, while deeply Indian in its 
origins, carries lessons for the world. In an age where challenges are mounting and resources 
are dwindling, the philosophy of ‘Jugaad’ — of adaptability, resilience, and resourcefulness — 
provides a beacon of hope and a roadmap for sustainable innovation.

In the contemporary world, technology has emerged as a potent agent of change. However, 
in India’s unique context, the influence of Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) has been especially pronounced. Given the country’s vastness, varied geographies, and 
socio-economic disparities, technological tools, especially ICTs, have played a crucial role in 
bridging gaps and fostering inclusive development.

One of the most transformative technological revolutions in India has been the widespread 
adoption of mobile telephony. According to a report by the Telecom Regulatory Authority of 
India (TRAI), as of 2020, India had over 1.1 billion wireless subscribers, making it the second-
largest mobile phone user base globally. But beyond mere statistics, what’s truly remarkable 
is how mobile phones have permeated every stratum of society, from bustling urban centers 
to remote rural hamlets.

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India



16

This ubiquity has facilitated a multitude of social innovations:

1. Financial Inclusion: Mobile banking and payment apps have brought banking services to 
those previously unbanked, enabling them to transact, save, and even secure loans.

2. Telemedicine: In areas with scarce healthcare facilities, mobile phones have become 
instruments of telehealth, connecting patients to doctors hundreds of miles away.

3. Education: With mobile-based educational apps and platforms, quality education has 
reached regions where brick-and-mortar institutions are few and far between.

Alongside mobile telephony, the rise in internet penetration has acted as a force multiplier. 
India has witnessed an explosive growth in its number of internet users, primarily driven by 
affordable data plans and the proliferation of budget smartphones.

The impacts are manifold:

1. Knowledge Dissemination: Farmers, once reliant on traditional methods, now access 
online portals for weather forecasts, best agricultural practices, and market rates.

2. E-Governance: The government’s push towards digital platforms, such as the Digital India 
initiative, ensures that citizens, irrespective of their location, can access essential services, 
from land records to subsidy claims, seamlessly online.

3. Grassroots Innovations: Crowdsourcing platforms and social media enable grassroots 
innovators to showcase their solutions, collaborate, and even secure funding.
The Holistic Impact: Empowerment and Accessibility

At its core, the integration of ICTs in India’s socio-economic fabric has been about 
empowerment and accessibility. The marginalised and underserved communities, who 
were previously on the peripheries of development narratives, have been ushered into the 
mainstream. They are not just passive recipients but active participants, leveraging ICTs to 
voice their concerns, access their rights, and contribute to the nation’s growth story. As 
posited by scholars like Castells (2000), Jessop (1998), and Sassen (2006), ICTs hold immense 
potential in transforming societal structures and dynamics. In India, this potential is being 
realised in myriad ways, reshaping the contours of development and heralding a new era of 
inclusive growth.
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Models of Social Innovation

Navigating through the vast expanse of India’s social fabric, one identifies distinctive 
models of social innovation that have emerged and thrived. These models, born out of a 
harmonious marriage between India’s intrinsic ethos and the demands of a rapidly evolving 
socio-economic environment, provide a blueprint for addressing complex societal challenges. 
Among the myriad strategies and solutions, three prominent models stand out. The synergy 
between the public and private sectors materialises in the form of Public-Private Partnerships 
(PPP), bridging resource gaps and amplifying impact. Social Entrepreneurship, driven by 
passionate individuals or groups, marries profit motives with profound societal benefit, 
creating solutions that are both sustainable and transformative. Lastly, Cluster Development 
taps into the strength of community cohesion, enabling localised innovations to scale and 
thrive. These models, each unique yet interconnected, collectively represent the evolving face 
of social innovation in India. 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) have emerged as a cornerstone in India’s multi-sectoral 
approach to social innovation and societal well-being. Rooted in a shared governance and 
value system, PPPs facilitate a cooperative interaction between government entities and private 
enterprises to tackle complex societal issues like healthcare and education. The approach 
is particularly advantageous for both parties involved. Governments can access additional 
financial resources, state-of-the-art technology, and specialised managerial expertise from the 
private sector. On the other hand, the private sector benefits from stable, long-term government 
contracts and accrues social capital through contributions to socially beneficial projects. A 
compelling case study that demonstrates the efficacy of PPPs in India is the Emergency 
and Management Research Institute (EMRI). Focused on revamping the largely fragmented 
and ineffective emergency healthcare services, EMRI collaborates with state governments to 
provide comprehensive emergency response services free of charge. This includes a fleet of 
well-equipped ambulances, 24/7 call center operations, and medical personnel trained in 
emergency care. The model successfully blends the operational efficiency and technological 
advancements from the private sector with public infrastructural support. This synergy allows 
EMRI to rapidly scale its services across states, improving the quality of emergency healthcare 
while ensuring it remains accessible to even the most vulnerable populations. Hence, the PPP 
model exemplified by EMRI serves as a practical and scalable strategy for social innovation in 
sectors that are both critically important and complex. It epitomises the core advantages of a 
successful PPP — efficiency, inclusivity, and high-quality service — showcasing that with the 
right partnerships, India can address its most daunting challenges in a sustainable manner.

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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Social Entrepreneurship Model 

The model of social entrepreneurship has been progressively capturing the spotlight as 
a vehicle for sustainable change in India. This model ingeniously merges the dynamism of 
market-driven strategies with the empathetic focus of social objectives, seeking to build self-
sustaining ventures that address systemic societal challenges. The social entrepreneurship 
model is particularly striking for its flexibility and adaptability, able to operate across a variety 
of sectors and social issues. In India, examples of this model’s profound impact abound, and 
two organisations stand out: Amul and the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA).

Amul, the Dairy Cooperative Society, exemplifies how social entrepreneurship can 
significantly enhance community livelihoods. Founded on the cooperative ethos, Amul 
empowers small dairy farmers and helps them secure fair prices for their milk, thus ensuring 
both economic stability for the farmers and quality products for consumers. Amul’s model 
combines economic profitability with social responsibility, making it a sustainable enterprise 
that benefits all stakeholders involved.

Similarly, SEWA’s initiative is another remarkable instance of social entrepreneurship geared 
toward women’s economic empowerment. Operating primarily in the informal labour sector, 
SEWA organises women into cooperatives and provides them with the tools, training, and 
marketplace to earn a dignified living. The model functions on multiple levels, not only 
facilitating direct economic advantages for women but also advocating for policy changes 
that better the conditions of informal labour. Through skill-building workshops, access to 
microcredit, and collective bargaining power, SEWA helps women transition from economic 
dependency to self-sufficiency.

Both Amul and SEWA underscore the compelling potential of the social entrepreneurship 
model in driving meaningful change. By aligning market forces with social objectives, these 
organisations have been able to create a ripple effect of benefits, extending from individual 
beneficiaries to the community at large, thereby contributing substantively to the broader 
narrative of social innovation and economic empowerment in India.

Cluster Development Model 

The Cluster Development Model, inspired by successful frameworks in Japan, is emerging 
as a potent instrument for social innovation in India. This model relies on creating Social 
Innovation Clusters—concentrated hubs that serve as breeding grounds for new social 
enterprises and innovative solutions. Originally conceptualised by Tanimoto in 2008, the 
idea is to bring together diverse stakeholders including academia, industry, government, 
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and civil society in close geographical proximity to stimulate idea-sharing, resource pooling, 
and collective problem-solving. This sort of concentrated ecosystem enhances the rate of 
innovation and significantly lowers the barriers to entry for new ventures.

In these clusters, cross-disciplinary collaboration is encouraged, thereby leveraging the 
strengths of various sectors. Universities and research institutions provide the theoretical 
underpinning and technological expertise, private companies bring in capital and business 
acumen, and governments offer policy support and possibly funding, while civil society 
organisations connect the cluster’s activities with grassroots realities and community needs. 
This multi-sectoral approach not only accelerates the development of innovative solutions but 
also increases the likelihood of their successful implementation and scaling.

The model holds particular promise in a country like India, characterised by its vast social 
and economic disparities. By using a Cluster Development approach, targeted ecosystems 
can be developed to address area-specific social challenges, whether it be healthcare in rural 
areas or skill development in urban settings. The Social Innovation Clusters, therefore, act as 
microcosms of accelerated change, each uniquely tailored to the community’s particular needs 
and resources.

The promise of this model lies in its ability to generate both social and economic value, 
creating a sustainable cycle of innovation and impact. By pooling resources and knowledge, 
these clusters can more efficiently navigate the complex landscape of social issues, thereby 
acting as robust engines for social innovation in India.

Challenges and Opportunities in India’s Social Innovation Landscape

As promising as India’s landscape of social innovation might appear, it’s also riddled 
with challenges that can sometimes impede progress. Despite the vibrant array of innovative 
models ready to be scaled and replicated, there exist substantial challenges and unparalleled 
opportunities. This dual narrative is shaped by the unique socio-economic, cultural, and political 
facets of the country. Let’s delve deeper into this interplay of challenges and opportunities 
that define the social innovation landscape of India.

Challenges

1. Scalability of Models: At the heart of the challenges lies the issue of scalability. India’s vast 
geographical expanse and diverse demographic profile mean that solutions successful in 
one region might falter in another. The key hindrance isn’t just the geographic spread but 
the inherent variations in regional needs, infrastructure readiness, and cultural nuances. 

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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For instance, an innovation that gains traction in urban Bangalore might find limited 
resonance in rural Bihar, not because of its efficacy, but perhaps due to differences in 
digital infrastructure or cultural perceptions.

2. Cross-Sectoral Coordination: A multi-pronged approach involving various sectors is 
indispensable for driving social innovation. Yet, the collaboration between government 
bodies, private entities, NGOs, and the broader civil society is not always seamless. Each 
of these entities operates with its own set of objectives, methodologies, and visions. This 
divergence can sometimes lead to operational conflicts or a lack of alignment in objectives, 
which can, in turn, impede the fluid progression and implementation of innovative projects.

3. Diverse Needs of a Stratified Society: India, with its rich tapestry of cultures, languages, 
and traditions, is also a land of stark contrasts. Stratifications based on income, caste, 
religion, and language create a multi-layered society with diverse needs. Addressing these 
requires a deep understanding of the unique challenges each stratum faces. Innovations 
that don’t factor in these nuances risk alienation or ineffectiveness. For example, a financial 
inclusion model that works for a particular religious or linguistic group might not be as 
effective for another due to differing socio-economic dynamics.

Opportunities

1. Burgeoning Young Population: India’s demographic profile is skewed towards the youth, 
with a significant portion of its population under the age of 35. This demographic dividend 
represents a reservoir of energy, aspiration, and creativity. The sheer number, combined 
with the global exposure and education many of them receive, positions this segment 
as a potential game-changer. With appropriate mentorship, resources, and platforms, 
this youthful vigor can be channeled to conceptualise and drive path-breaking social 
innovations.

2. Technological Advancements: India’s digital revolution is not just in its nascent stages; 
it’s here and now. The proliferation of smartphones, decreasing data costs, and increasing 
digital literacy levels have transformed the way India operates. This digital wave presents 
a myriad of opportunities for social innovation. Be it telemedicine platforms addressing 
remote healthcare needs or e-commerce solutions connecting artisans to global markets; 
technology stands as a powerful enabler in bridging traditional gaps.

3. Evolving Policy Ecosystem: The winds of change are also evident in India’s policy corridors. 
The government, recognising the pivotal role of innovation in shaping the future, has 
been proactively realigning its policies. Whether it’s about incentivising startups through 
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tax breaks, providing grants for research, or facilitating easier bureaucratic processes, 
the evolving policy landscape signals a positive trajectory for social entrepreneurs and 
innovators.

To encapsulate, India’s social innovation landscape is akin to a vast canvas with shades 
of challenges juxtaposed with bright strokes of opportunities. While the challenges are 
formidable, the opportunities, given the nation’s inherent strengths, are even more profound. 
As India grapples with these challenges and leverages its opportunities, it is poised at the cusp 
of a transformative era in social innovation.

Conclusion  

India’s expedition in the realm of social innovation is emblematic of its resilience, adaptability, 
and aspiration. It’s not merely a story of overcoming obstacles but a testament to the nation’s 
undying spirit of innovation. Every chapter in this journey, every twist and turn, adds depth to 
its narrative, making it a valuable case study for countries treading similar paths.

At the core of India’s social innovation journey lies its vast and varied demographic canvas. 
The challenges faced by this burgeoning population are as diverse as the nation’s topography 
– from the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas to the tropical shores of Kerala. Yet, with 
every challenge that arises, there’s an innovative mind at work, seeking sustainable solutions, 
and crafting models of change. This dynamic interplay between adversity and ingenuity has 
given birth to a plethora of innovations that resonate not just within India’s borders but have 
the potential to inspire and be replicated in other emerging economies.

What sets India’s social innovation landscape apart is its vibrancy. It’s a melting pot of 
ideas, driven by a blend of traditional wisdom and modern technology. This confluence has 
led to solutions that are rooted in local realities while being scalable and relevant to a global 
audience. The initiatives taken in sectors like healthcare, education, and agriculture are shining 
examples of how localised innovations can have universal applications.

The evolving nature of this landscape is another defining characteristic. India isn’t static in 
its approach to social innovation. With every passing year, the ecosystem becomes richer, with 
more stakeholders joining the fray – be it the government with its policy support, the private 
sector with its resources, or the civil society with its grassroots understanding. This collective 
effort ensures that the momentum is maintained and the vision of a more equitable future 
remains in sight.

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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In concluding, the landscape of social innovation in India is a beacon of hope and a 
testament to human tenacity. It underscores the belief that even in the face of overwhelming 
challenges, the human spirit, when armed with innovation and determination, can architect 
a brighter, more inclusive future. As India continues its voyage, the lessons it offers are not 
just for its own populace but for the global community. It beckons other nations to embrace 
innovation, collaborate across sectors, and envision a future where challenges are but stepping 
stones to greater accomplishments.
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Introduction 

As we delve deeper into understanding the intricate tapestry of any subject, it’s often the 
real-world applications, stories of trials, triumphs, and lessons learnt, that provide the most 
vivid insights. This chapter, “Case Study,” is designed to offer just that – a magnified lens 
into the practicalities, nuances, and outcomes of real-world scenarios. By examining specific 
instances in detail, we aim to unpack the layers of decision-making processes, strategies 
employed, challenges faced, and the results achieved. Such case studies not only illuminate 
the theory behind actions but also offer tangible blueprints, highlighting what worked, what 
didn’t, and why. 

This chapter will pivot its focus towards four distinct and impactful case studies that 
have left indelible marks in their respective domains. We will traverse the transformative 
journey of Amul, the dairy cooperative that redefined India’s dairy industry and empowered 
countless farmers. Next, we will delve into the commendable endeavors of the Akshaya Patra 
Foundation, whose mid-day meal programme has been a beacon of hope, nourishing the 
minds and bodies of millions of school children. Our exploration will then shift towards SELCO 
India, an organisation at the forefront of sustainable energy solutions, illuminating lives in the 
most remote corners of India. Lastly, we will immerse ourselves in the inspirational narrative of 
the Agastya International Foundation, which has revolutionised grassroots education, igniting 
curiosity and fostering creativity amongst underserved communities. Through these case 
studies, we aim to capture the essence of innovation, resilience, and impact, offering readers 
a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted nature of social change in India.

Amul – The Dairy Cooperative: A Beacon of Social Entrepreneurship

India, with its agrarian roots, has always been a country where the farming community 
forms the backbone of its economy. Within this vast expanse, the dairy sector emerges as 
a significant contributor, and at the heart of this dairy revolution stands Amul, a brand 
synonymous with milk in India. Delving deeper into the story of Amul offers a vivid tapestry 
of challenges, resilience, innovation, and immense social impact.

Origins and Ethos: Amul’s inception in 1946 was less about business and more about 
a movement. Born out of a revolt against middlemen who exploited small dairy farmers 
in Gujarat, it represented a collective’s strength against oppressive practices. Rather than 
being mere suppliers at the mercy of fluctuating market prices and unscrupulous traders, the 
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farmers, under the Amul cooperative model, became stakeholders in a venture where they 
held decision-making power. The brilliance of this initiative was how it turned the traditional 
market-driven exploitation model on its head: the primary producers were no longer at the 
periphery; they were at the core.

Revolutionising the Dairy Industry: Amul’s cooperative model was a game-changer. It 
wasn’t merely about ensuring farmers got a better deal for their milk. It was about redefining 
the entire value chain. The significant facet of the Amul story is its democratic structure. Each 
farmer, irrespective of the quantity of milk they supplied, had an equal voice in the decision-
making processes. This egalitarian principle ensured that the benefits, be it in terms of profit 
or capacity-building, trickled down to every member.

While Amul’s ethos was grounded in empowerment, its strategy was sharply market-driven. 
It invested in modern processing facilities, innovative marketing campaigns, and product 
diversification. Over time, the Amul brand became a household name, known for its quality, 
affordability, and range.

Empowerment and Capacity Building: Beyond the economics, Amul’s transformative impact 
lies in its human-centric approach. Recognising that a majority of its farmer-members lacked 
formal training in dairy farming, the cooperative set up programmes to train them in best 
dairy practices. From educating them about hygienic milking methods to providing veterinary 
services and feed management insights, Amul’s initiatives aimed at ensuring both quantity 
and quality.

Moreover, in a country where gender disparities are stark, especially in rural areas, Amul’s 
model played a pivotal role in women’s empowerment. Dairy farming in India is an arena 
predominantly helmed by women. By giving them an equal stake in the cooperative, not only 
did Amul bolster their economic stability, but it also carved out spaces for them in decision-
making roles, challenging and changing the patriarchal norms of rural communities.

A Model for the World: Amul’s success extends beyond its impressive market share and 
product range. Its true triumph lies in showcasing the power of social entrepreneurship. The 
cooperative didn’t just transform an industry; it changed lives, uplifted communities, and 
provided a blueprint for similar models not just in India, but globally.
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Impact, Challenges, and Lessons from Amul 

Impact

1. Economic Empowerment: Amul’s cooperative model led to significant economic 
empowerment of its members. Instead of relying on fluctuating market prices and often 
exploitative middlemen, dairy farmers now had a direct stake and received a fair share 
of the profits. Over the years, this has translated into stable incomes and improved living 
standards for millions of families.

2. Redefining Industry Standards: By prioritising quality and affordability, Amul redefined 
dairy industry standards in India. Its range of products, from milk to ice creams, set 
benchmarks in terms of quality assurance, leading to increased consumer trust.

3. Women’s Empowerment: Amul played a pivotal role in promoting gender equality in rural 
India. By giving women equal participation rights in the cooperative and recognising their 
crucial role in dairy farming, Amul significantly uplifted their socio-economic status in 
communities where patriarchal norms were deeply entrenched.

4. Innovation and Diversification: As a market leader, Amul continually evolved its product 
range, catering to the diverse tastes and preferences of the Indian consumer, leading to its 
position as a dominant player in the dairy industry.

Challenges Faced

1. Initial Resistance: When Amul was first introduced, there was resistance from local milk 
traders and middlemen who felt threatened by the cooperative model. Gaining trust 
and convincing farmers to join the cooperative against these pressures was a significant 
challenge.

2. Quality Control: As the cooperative grew and brought more farmers under its umbrella, 
maintaining consistent quality became challenging. Ensuring that all members adhered to 
the required standards was crucial to Amul’s brand promise.

3. Scalability: Expanding the cooperative model across diverse regions, each with its own set 
of challenges in terms of infrastructure, culture, and practices, was a formidable task.

4. Market Dynamics: With other players in the dairy industry adopting similar models or 
diversifying their product ranges, keeping up with the competition required continuous 

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India



26

innovation and adaptation.

Lessons Learnt

1. Strength in Unity: The foundational lesson from Amul’s journey is the power of collective 
action. By coming together, small dairy farmers could counter the might of established 
traders and middlemen, underlining the importance of community collaboration.

2. Balancing Profit with Purpose: Amul demonstrated that a business could be both 
profitable and socially impactful. It proved that grounding a venture in strong ethical and 
social principles does not deter financial success but can, in fact, enhance it.

3. Investing in Capacity Building: One of Amul’s critical successes was its investment in 
training its members. This focus on continuous learning and development ensured that the 
cooperative’s quality and operational standards remained high.

4. Adaptability is Key: Whether it was expanding its product range, entering new markets, or 
adopting new technologies, Amul’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances was central 
to its sustained success.

Innovative Approach  

The innovation behind Amul’s success stems from its unique cooperative model. Prior to 
its inception, small dairy farmers were frequently exploited by middlemen who controlled the 
production, pricing, and distribution of dairy products. Amul’s structure allowed these farmers 
to unite, collectively bypassing the middlemen and regaining control of their trade. This 
not only democratised the dairy industry but also ensured that a significant portion of the 
value generated was returned to the farmers themselves. This transformative approach wasn’t 
just about profit redistribution. Amul went a step further by investing in capacity-building 
initiatives. Farmer-members received essential training ranging from best dairy practices to 
veterinary services, ensuring continuous growth and improvement. Another innovative facet 
of Amul’s model is its focus on the empowerment of women. In many rural areas, dairy 
farming predominantly involves women. Recognising this, Amul offered them stable incomes 
and decision-making roles within the cooperative, leading to marked improvements in their 
socio-economic statuses.

In conclusion, Amul’s journey offers a rich tapestry of insights for any social entrepreneur 
or enterprise. Its success lies not just in its impressive economic achievements but in its 
transformative social impact, setting a gold standard for how businesses can be a force for 
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societal good. The lessons learnt from Amul’s journey remain as relevant today as they were 
during its inception and serve as guiding principles for future generations of change makers.

Akshaya Patra – Bridging Nutrition and Education through Public-
Private Synergy

The Akshaya Patra Foundation’s journey is a testament to the transformative power of 
collaborative efforts in addressing deeply entrenched societal challenges. Through its mid-day 
meal programme, the Foundation demonstrates how the convergence of government support, 
private sector efficiency, and grassroots-level NGO expertise can create ripple effects across 
various social dimensions.

Genesis and Motivation

At the turn of the 21st century, India grappled with twin challenges in its education sector: 
child malnutrition, which stunted physical and cognitive development, and alarmingly high 
dropout rates, especially among the economically disadvantaged. Recognising the interplay 
between hunger and education, Akshaya Patra was conceived with a vision to ensure that no 
child would be deprived of education because of hunger.

The Public-Private Partnership Model

The distinctiveness of Akshaya Patra’s intervention lies in its PPP model, an orchestrated 
collaboration that leverages the strengths of diverse stakeholders:

1. Governmental Support: Beyond the regulatory framework, the government plays a pivotal 
role in ensuring the sustainability of the initiative. By facilitating access to crucial resources, 
such as grains from the Food Corporation of India, the government ensures that the meal 
programme’s scale and reach are continually expanded.

2. Corporate Contributions: The private sector’s involvement transcends mere financial 
donations. Their commitment, often manifested through CSR initiatives, extends to 
providing vital infrastructural support – be it sophisticated kitchen equipment or vehicles 
for distribution. Furthermore, corporate volunteering initiatives bring a touch of personal 
engagement, bridging the corporate world with the communities they serve.

3. NGO Expertise: As the implementing arm, NGOs like Akshaya Patra are the linchpin of this 
collaboration. Their deep-rooted community insights, honed over years of grassroots work, 
ensure that the meals are not only nutritious but also culturally acceptable. Their expertise 
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in large-scale operations guarantees that millions of meals are prepared and delivered daily 
with clockwork precision.

Tangible Outcomes

The impacts of the Akshaya Patra initiative are manifold. Foremost among these is the 
discernible boost in school attendance rates. The assurance of a wholesome meal acts as a 
compelling incentive for families to prioritise education over labor. Remarkably, the programme 
has been a significant catalyst in bridging gender disparities in education, with more girls 
attending school regularly.

Operational Excellence through Innovation:

Akshaya Patra’s commitment to operational efficiency is underscored by its embrace of 
technology and innovation. The mechanised kitchens, capable of producing vast quantities 
of meals without compromising on quality, are marvels of modern engineering. Innovations, 
such as the mass production of chapatis, underscore the Foundation’s relentless pursuit of 
enhancing efficiency while maintaining the cultural relevance of meals.

Impact, Challenges, and Lessons from Akshaya Patra 

Impact

1. Boosted School Attendance: A guaranteed nutritious meal every school day incentivised 
families to send their children to school, leading to a significant increase in enrollment and 
daily attendance.

2. Addressed Malnutrition: By providing balanced meals, the programme has been 
instrumental in combating child malnutrition, a persistent challenge in many parts of 
India.

3. Promotion of Education: The promise of a mid-day meal has been particularly effective in 
retaining students in schools, reducing dropout rates. Furthermore, by indirectly emphasising 
the importance of schooling, the programme has fostered an environment where education 
is valued.

4. Gender Parity in Education: The initiative has been especially impactful for girl students, 
who often face higher dropout rates due to socio-economic reasons. With meals being a 
pull factor, more girls remain in school, narrowing the gender gap in education.
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5. Employment Opportunities: The scale of the programme has generated employment 
opportunities, especially for women, in the meal preparation and distribution processes.

Challenges Faced

1. Logistical Complexities: Ensuring timely preparation and delivery of meals to thousands 
of schools spread over vast geographical areas requires meticulous planning and impeccable 
execution, making logistics a significant challenge.

2. Quality Maintenance: Maintaining consistent quality and nutritional value of meals across 
such a large scale operation is a continual challenge.

3. Diverse Dietary Preferences: India’s cultural and regional diversity means varied dietary 
habits and preferences. Crafting a meal that is universally acceptable and nutritionally 
balanced is a daunting task.

4. Resource Constraints: While the programme has received significant support, ensuring 
continuous funding and resources, especially in the face of rising costs, remains a challenge.

5. Infrastructure Limitations: Setting up state-of-the-art kitchens in certain remote or 
infrastructurally weak regions can be challenging.

Lessons Learnt

1. Power of Collaboration: Akshaya Patra exemplifies how collaborations, especially public-
private partnerships, can amplify impact, showcasing that concerted efforts yield better 
results than isolated endeavors.

2. Importance of Community Engagement: Understanding local preferences, needs, and 
challenges, and actively involving communities ensures the programme’s success and 
acceptance.

3. Scalability through Innovation: The Foundation’s use of technology in kitchens and 
logistics demonstrates that innovation can facilitate scalability while ensuring efficiency 
and quality.

4. Holistic Interventions: By addressing both hunger and education, the programme 
underscores the effectiveness of interventions that look at problems holistically, 
understanding and addressing interconnected issues.
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5. Adaptability is Key: The programme’s ability to modify its strategies based on feedback and 
changing ground realities has been crucial for its sustained success.

Innovative Approach  

Akshaya Patra stands out due to its pioneering Public-Private Partnership (PPP) model. 
This innovative approach brought together the Indian Government, private sector enterprises, 
and non-governmental organisations in a tripartite collaboration. The model maximised the 
strengths of each entity: the government’s regulatory prowess, the private sector’s financial 
contributions, and NGOs’ grassroots-level understanding. Such a partnership resulted 
in streamlined logistics and maximised policy support, ensuring the successful delivery 
of nutritious mid-day meals to schoolchildren. Beyond its unique partnership model, the 
Foundation leveraged technological innovation. State-of-the-art kitchens and mechanised 
processes enabled them to maintain quality while preparing meals on a vast scale. Akshaya 
Patra’s approach had the dual impact of addressing child malnutrition while simultaneously 
boosting school attendance, particularly among girls, hence addressing both immediate 
nutritional needs and long-term human capital development.

Akshaya Patra’s Mid-Day Meal Programme provides a holistic view of the potential of well-
structured social initiatives. Its journey offers invaluable insights into the profound impacts 
such programmes can have, the inevitable challenges they face, and the lessons they offer for 
other similar endeavors.

SELCO India: Harnessing Frugal Innovation for Sustainable Impact

SELCO India stands as a beacon for how frugal innovation, a concept that involves 
creating solutions with limited resources, can yield sustainable and wide-reaching impacts, 
especially in economies like India, where socio-economic disparities and resource constraints 
are pronounced.

Objective and Genesis: Established in 1995, SELCO’s foundational aim was to improve life 
quality for those in rural and underserved communities. With millions having irregular or no 
access to electricity, SELCO sought to harness the potential of solar energy, delivering not just 
electricity but a comprehensive ecosystem that could sustain its benefits over the long term.

Frugal Innovation - A Key Pillar: SELCO’s business model revolves around the principles 
of frugal innovation. In a country like India, where economic disparities are stark, traditional 
business models might fail to meet the unique needs of low-income households. Recognising 
this, SELCO pursued a path that maximised impact while being cost-effective. Their products, 
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especially solar solutions, are modular, enabling customisation based on the specific 
requirements of households, be it lighting, heating, or cooking.

A Holistic Approach: SELCO’s standout quality lies in its comprehensive method. More than 
just a product seller, SELCO’s role extends to:

1. Financing Solutions: Collaborating with financial institutions and NGOs, SELCO facilitates 
micro-credit options, ensuring affordability even for those with limited means.

2. Community Education: By actively engaging with communities, SELCO educates them 
about the manifold benefits of renewable energy, thereby driving adoption and fostering a 
sense of ownership.

3. After-Sales Service: Sustainability in the energy domain isn’t just about initial access 
but ensuring continuous availability. SELCO, recognising this, provides robust after-sales 
services, ensuring that any issues with the solar systems are promptly addressed.

4. Customisation: Recognising that a one-size-fits-all model doesn’t apply in diverse settings 
like India, SELCO offers solutions that can be tailored to individual needs, ensuring both 
utility and satisfaction.

Legacy 

1. Setting a Precedent: SELCO’s model has set a benchmark for other social enterprises, 
showing that a balanced blend of commercial viability and social impact isn’t just 
aspirational but achievable.

Impact, Challenges, and Lessons from SELCO India: 

Impact

1. Addressing Energy Poverty: By delivering sustainable energy solutions, especially to rural 
and underserved areas, SELCO played a pivotal role in mitigating energy poverty. This 
access not only provided lighting but also boosted productivity, extended working hours, 
and facilitated educational opportunities.

2. Economic Upliftment: By providing affordable energy solutions, households and businesses 
saved on traditional energy costs. Furthermore, by partnering with financial institutions to 
offer micro-credit solutions, SELCO empowered even the economically weaker sections to 
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leverage solar energy.

3. Environmental Conservation: Solar energy is a clean, green alternative to many traditional 
energy sources, often dependent on burning biomass or using fossil fuels. SELCO’s initiatives 
have contributed to reduced carbon footprints in the communities they serve.

4. Empowerment and Education: The community engagement and education initiatives by 
SELCO highlighted the importance and benefits of renewable energy, leading to a more 
informed and empowered populace.

Challenges Faced

1. Initial Skepticism: Convincing rural populations, often unfamiliar with solar energy, about 
its benefits posed a challenge. Traditional methods, despite being inefficient, were deeply 
ingrained in daily practices.

2. Financial Barriers: The initial investment required for solar installations, though designed 
to be affordable, was still perceived as significant by many target consumers.

3. Logistical Challenges: Providing installations, maintenance, and after-sales services in 
remote areas, given the infrastructure challenges, was a daunting task.

4. Turbulence in the Energy Sector: With fluctuating government policies around renewable 
energy, subsidies, and the ever-evolving dynamics of the energy sector, navigating the 
regulatory and policy landscape was challenging.

Lessons Learnt

1. Localisation is Key: SELCO learnt that a one-size-fits-all approach doesn’t work in diverse 
settings. Solutions, to be truly effective, need to be localised, addressing specific needs and 
constraints.

2. Community Engagement: Successful implementation is often contingent upon community 
buy-in. SELCO’s initiatives around community education and engagement have shown that 
an informed community is more likely to adopt and advocate for innovative solutions.

3. Partnerships Amplify Impact: SELCO’s collaborations with financial institutions, NGOs, 
and local communities played a pivotal role in amplifying its impact. These partnerships 
facilitated financial solutions, community trust, and on-ground implementation, respectively.
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4. Continuous Adaptation: The dynamic nature of both technology and the energy sector 
necessitates continuous adaptation. SELCO’s journey highlights the importance of staying 
updated, being flexible, and adapting to the evolving landscape for sustained impact.

Innovative Approach  

SELCO India’s story is a testament to the power of frugal innovation. Founded in the 
backdrop of significant economic disparities in India, SELCO prioritised creating affordable, 
yet high-quality solar solutions tailored to underserved communities. Their innovation lay 
in the modularity of their products, ensuring that solar solutions could be customised to 
the unique needs of individual households, be it lighting, cooking, or heating. But SELCO’s 
innovative streak didn’t stop at product design. They offered a holistic energy access package. 
This included not just the solar equipment but also financing options, after-sales service, 
and a comprehensive community education programme about renewable energy benefits. 
Collaborations played a vital role in SELCO’s approach. By partnering with local communities, 
NGOs, and financial institutions, they made micro-credit options available, ensuring solar 
solutions reached even the most financially constrained households.

In conclusion, SELCO India’s journey in harnessing frugal innovation to provide sustainable 
energy solutions serves as a profound case study in social entrepreneurship. While its impacts 
are commendable, the challenges faced and lessons learnt provide invaluable insights for 
other social enterprises and stakeholders in the renewable energy domain.

Agastya International Foundation: Cultivating Creativity through Community Engagement

Introduction: In the vast landscape of educational reforms in India, Agastya International 
Foundation stands out as a beacon of transformative change. By intertwining community 
engagement with hands-on learning, it has redefined the educational experience for rural 
children, offering them a platform to explore, innovate, and grow.

The Philosophy: The foundation operates on a simple premise: children, when given the 
right tools and environment, can be naturally inquisitive and creative. Traditional rote learning, 
while effective for memorisation, often suppresses this innate curiosity. Agastya, in contrast, 
stimulates this curiosity by integrating real-world contexts into the learning process, making 
education both enjoyable and relevant.
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The Model of Community Engagement

1. Co-creation of Content: By collaborating with local educators, parents, and even the 
students, Agastya ensures that its programmes are tailored to the specific needs and cultural 
nuances of each community. This co-creation process ensures that the educational content 
is not just imported but is deeply rooted in the community’s fabric.

2. Integration of Local Knowledge: Whether it’s leveraging local folklore to explain a scientific 
concept or using prevalent local issues as case studies, Agastya’s curriculum stands out 
because of its contextual relevance. This strategy not only aids in comprehension but also 
makes the learning experience more relatable and engaging.

3. Empowerment through Education: By teaching students to apply their knowledge to real-
world challenges, Agastya is not just imparting education but is empowering these children 
to become change-makers in their communities. This goes beyond academic achievements, 
building confidence, fostering creativity, and developing problem-solving skills.

Training Programmes: One of the unique aspects of Agastya’s model is its focus on creating 
a ripple effect. Understanding that their direct reach might be limited, they invest in training 
teachers and community leaders. This ensures that the principles of hands-on learning and 
critical thinking continue to proliferate, even in the foundation’s absence. Over time, these 
trained individuals become ambassadors of Agastya’s philosophy, ensuring that the impact is 
deep-rooted and widespread.

Agastya International Foundation, through its innovative model and steadfast commitment, 
underscores the transformative power of education. In an era where creativity is as crucial as 
literacy, Agastya’s work becomes all the more significant, offering a replicable blueprint for 
holistic education in marginalised communities.

Impact, Challenges, and Lessons from Agastya International Foundation

1. Impact

 Enhanced Engagement: The hands-on learning approach has made education more 
engaging, interactive, and enjoyable for children, leading to better retention and 
comprehension.

 Empowerment through Knowledge: By integrating local issues and knowledge, Agastya 
has empowered students to address real-world challenges, fostering a sense of responsibility 
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and leadership among them.

 Teacher Transformation: Training programmes for teachers have not only improved 
their teaching methodologies but have also elevated their roles from mere information 
disseminators to facilitators of creative thinking.

 Community Development: By engaging communities in the co-creation process, the 
foundation has fostered unity, collaboration, and a shared vision for education within these 
communities.

2. Challenges Faced

 Resistance to Change: Traditional rote-learning methods are deeply entrenched in India’s 
educational system. Introducing a hands-on, interactive approach faced initial resistance 
from educators and parents accustomed to the conventional ways of teaching.

 Resource Constraints: Operating in rural and underserved communities meant dealing 
with limited infrastructural and logistical resources, making the deployment of innovative 
teaching tools a challenge.

 Scalability Issues: While the model is effective, scaling it to reach a larger number of 
communities, given the vastness and diversity of India, posed challenges in standardisation 
and quality control.

 Sustaining Community Engagement: Maintaining consistent community involvement 
and ensuring that the engagement remains productive and doesn’t wane over time was a 
challenge.

3. Lessons Learnt

 Localise to Globalise: One of the key lessons from Agastya’s journey is the importance of 
contextualising education. By making learning locally relevant, the foundation ensured 
better engagement and comprehension, a principle that can be applied globally.

 Empower to Elevate: Empowering local teachers and community leaders ensures 
sustainability and deep-rooted impact. By creating local ambassadors for their philosophy, 
Agastya ensured that its impact would continue even in its absence.
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 Flexibility is Key: The foundation learnt the importance of being flexible and adaptive. 
Whether it was tweaking their programmes based on community feedback or adapting to 
the local cultural nuances, their ability to pivot played a crucial role in their success.

 Holistic Approach: Agastya’s success underscores the importance of a holistic approach 
to education. By focusing not just on academic content but also on emotional, social, 
and creative development, they ensured a more rounded and comprehensive impact on 
students’ lives.

Innovative Approach  

In the vast landscape of educational initiatives, Agastya International Foundation shines 
through its emphasis on community engagement and hands-on learning. Traditional rote-
learning methodologies, while prevalent, often fail to engage students, especially in rural 
areas. Agastya’s model is a refreshing shift from this norm. Their curriculum, designed in 
collaboration with local teachers, volunteers, and students, is interactive and resonates with 
the unique needs of the community. By integrating local knowledge and real-world issues, 
education becomes not just about rote memorisation but about fostering creativity and 
problem-solving. But Agastya’s vision wasn’t confined to students alone. They launched 
training programmes targeting teachers and community leaders. This was done with the 
foresight to create a sustained, ripple effect where these trained individuals could champion 
creativity and critical thinking long after direct interventions had ceased.

Agastya International Foundation’s journey offers valuable insights into the transformative 
power of innovative educational models. Their challenges highlight the complexities 
of educational reforms in diverse settings, while their successes illuminate the path for 
others seeking to make a meaningful impact in the sector. The foundation’s story serves 
as a testament to the potential of community-driven, hands-on learning in reshaping the 
educational landscape.

Conclusion 

The narratives of Amul, Akshaya Patra, SELCO India, and Agastya International Foundation 
serve as compelling testaments to the boundless potential of social innovation in India. 
Each organisation, though operating in distinct sectors, showcases the transformative power 
of innovative strategies tailored to address India’s multifaceted challenges. From Amul’s 
cooperative model that empowered dairy farmers, Akshaya Patra’s pioneering public-private 
partnership ensuring nutritional support and education, SELCO’s frugal innovation lighting up 
lives, to Agastya’s community-engaged educational reform, each stands as a beacon of hope 
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and a blueprint for change. These organisations remind us that with vision, collaboration, 
and adaptability, it’s possible to effect significant societal change, even within complex and 
resource-constrained environments. As we reflect upon these case studies, it becomes evident 
that the heart of innovation isn’t merely in novelty but in its enduring impact on communities 
and individuals. The lessons drawn from these pioneers reiterate the pivotal role of social 
enterprises in shaping a more equitable, sustainable, and prosperous future. The journey of 
these entities not only offers invaluable insights into the landscape of social innovation in 
India but also inspires countless global stakeholders to envision and action transformative 
change in their own realms.
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Introduction

In the vast tapestry of social innovation, the luminous threads of individual organisations 
and enterprises are undoubtedly vital. However, the fabric they weave finds strength, resilience, 
and scalability primarily due to the robust support system that underlies them. This ecosystem 
is composed of a myriad of stakeholders – from policy makers, investors, and academia to 
grassroots activists, technology enablers, and market facilitators. Together, they cultivate an 
environment where social innovation not only blossoms but thrives, scales, and evolves. In this 
chapter, we embark on an exploration of this intricate support system, seeking to understand 
its structure, dynamics, and the pivotal role it plays in bolstering social innovation across India.

The journey of any social innovator, as inspiring as it may be, is rarely a solitary one. Behind 
the scenes, there’s a symphony of supportive entities ensuring that transformative ideas 
translate into tangible impact. They provide the resources, the expertise, the networks, and the 
platforms necessary for innovators to navigate the challenges they encounter. Understanding 
this ecosystem is paramount because it offers insights into how synergies can be created, 
challenges can be surmounted, and innovations can be propelled to achieve broader societal 
change.

As we delve deeper into this landscape, we’ll encounter the multifaceted pillars that 
uphold and advance the cause of social innovation in India. Each constituent, be it a venture 
capitalist focused on impact investing, an academic institution incubating grassroot ideas, 
or a governmental policy aimed at fostering entrepreneurship, contributes uniquely to the 
collective vision of a more equitable and sustainable future. 

Support System

India’s ascent as a crucible of social innovation has been underpinned by a robust and 
dynamic support structure, an interlaced framework of governmental entities, financial 
mechanisms, incubation networks, academic institutions, and civil society organisations. 
Each of these pillars extends critical support, providing the requisite resources, guidance, and 
collaborative opportunities necessary for transformative ideas to take shape and achieve scale. 
This scaffold not only fosters an environment conducive to innovation but also ensures that 
the resultant social ventures align with the broader objectives of sustainable and inclusive 

Chapter 5: Support Ecosystem  
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development. As we delve deeper into this intricate ecosystem, we uncover the nuanced 
ways in which it empowers entrepreneurs and change-makers to confront the nation’s most 
pressing challenges with creative, impactful solutions. This is the bedrock upon which the 
edifice of social innovation stands tall, a testament to India’s commitment to fostering a 
progressive and equitable society through the power of inventive thought and action.

Government Initiatives and Policy Framework

The role of government at both the central and state levels is pivotal in shaping an ecosystem 
conducive to social innovation. Governments possess unique capabilities and resources to steer 
the development agenda, establish conducive policy frameworks, and foster an environment 
in which social innovation can thrive. These entities are crucial stakeholders because they not 
only enact regulations and provide legitimacy but also allocate resources, influence priorities, 
and catalyse partnerships across sectors.

Central Government’s Role

The central government acts as the architect of the national policy environment. By crafting 
policies that encourage social entrepreneurship, offering tax incentives for social ventures, 
and investing in social innovation research, the central government can drive a culture of 
innovation across the country. Programmes and schemes launched at the national level, such 
as the Innovation for Social Advancement, provide essential funding and support for social 
startups to pilot and scale their operations. Furthermore, central policies on financial inclusion, 
digital access, and education reform can indirectly influence the success and direction of 
social innovation initiatives.

State Government’s Influence

State governments have the crucial role of contextualising central policies to fit the 
local socio-economic milieu. With better insights into regional challenges, states can tailor 
approaches to social innovation that address specific local issues. They can also play a vital role 
in facilitating public-private partnerships, providing grants for social innovators, and setting 
up incubation centers focused on social entrepreneurship. State governments can recognise 
and integrate traditional and local knowledge systems into social innovation strategies, making 
them more effective and culturally resonant.

Policy Framework Necessity

Policies need to be framed in a manner that they eliminate barriers to social innovation, 
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such as bureaucratic hurdles and restrictive funding norms. They should also provide clear 
guidelines on the collaboration between various stakeholders, including NGOs, private entities, 
and academic institutions. A policy framework that emphasises evidence-based approaches 
and impact assessment can help in channeling investments into the most effective social 
innovations.

Moreover, policies that promote skill development, digital literacy, and awareness about 
social issues can create a knowledgeable populace ready to participate in and contribute to 
social innovation.

Indian States and Social Innovation Policy

The following table provides a consolidated view of the status of Social Innovation Policies 
across various states in India. It details whether each region has a dedicated Social Innovation 
Policy or if their approach to innovation and entrepreneurship is encapsulated within broader 
startup or industrial policies. This systematic compilation not only distinguishes the states 
that prioritise social innovation within their policy frameworks but also highlights those that 
integrate such initiatives into wider economic development programmes.
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Table 1: States and their Social Innovation Policy

Sr. No State Do the States have Social Innovation Policy? If No,   
  then which Policy they have? 

1. Andhra Pradesh No. AP Innovation & Startup Policy

2. Arunachal Pradesh No. Arunachal Pradesh Innovation & Investment Park

3. Assam No. Assam Start Up Policy, 2017

4. Bihar No. Bihar Start-up policy 2022

5. Chhattisgarh No.  Chhattisgarh Innovation and Entrepreneurship Development Policy, 2015

6. Goa No. Goa StartUp Policy - 2021

7. Gujarat No. Scheme for assistance for Startups/ Innovation – Gujarat Industrial   
  Policy 2020

8.  Haryana No. Haryana Startup Policy 2022 - 2027

9. Himachal Pradesh No. Chief Minister’s Startup/Innovation/Projects/ 
  New Industries Scheme 2016

10. Jharkhand No. Jharkhand  Startup Policy 2016

11. Karnataka No. Karnataka Research Development & Innovation Policy 2022

12. Kerala No. Kerala Technology Startup Policy 2014

13. Maharashtra No. Maharashtra State Innovative Startup Policy 2018

14. Madhya Pradesh No. Madhya Pradesh Startup Policy 2022

15. Manipur No. Manipur Start Up Scheme 2.0 Policy 2022

16. Meghalaya No.  Meghalaya Startup Policy, 2018

17. Mizoram No. Mizoram Entrepreneurship & Startup Policy, 2019

18. Nagaland No. Nagaland Start-Up Policy 2019

19. Odisha No. Odisha Startup Policy 2016-2020

20. Punjab No. Industrial & Business Development Policy 2017-2022

21. Rajasthan No. Rajasthan Startup Policy 2022

22. Sikkim No. Chief Ministers Startup Scheme (CMSS)
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Sr. No State Do the States have Social Innovation Policy? If No,  
  then which Policy they have? 

23. Tamil Nadu No. The Tamil Nadu Startup and Innovation Policy 2018-2023

24. Tripura No. IT Startup Scheme 2019

25. Telangana Yes.  Social Innovation Policy 2020. 
  The Social Innovation Policy of Telangana is driven by —    
  Collaborate, Innovate, and Transform. This policy intends to   
  stimulate the development of a social innovation
  ecosystem by establishing a framework that will provide the structures, 
  resources and intermediaries necessary to foster social innovation.

26. Uttar Pradesh No. Uttar Pradesh Startup Policy 2020

27. Uttarakhand No. Uttarakhand Startup Policy 2022

28. West Bengal No. West Bengal Startup Policy 2016-2021

29. Andaman & Nicobar (UT) No. Andaman & Nicobar Innovation Policy

30. Jammu & Kashmir (UT) No. Jammu & Kashmir Startup Policy 2018-2028

Source: Authors Compilation 

The state-wise analysis of the Social Innovation Policies across various states in India 
reveals a diverse landscape where most states do not have a standalone Social Innovation 
Policy but have integrated such initiatives within their broader policy frameworks focusing on 
startups and innovation.

Telangana is the exception with its dedicated Social Innovation Policy of 2020, which is 
structured around the pillars of Collaboration, Innovation, and Transformation. This policy 
is distinctive because it explicitly aims to foster a social innovation ecosystem, providing 
necessary structures, resources, and intermediaries to catalyse social innovation.

Other states, while not having distinct policies for social innovation, have adopted various 
policies aimed at fostering startup culture and innovation. Andhra Pradesh, for example, 
has an AP Innovation & Startup Policy, designed to create a robust innovation framework. 
Similarly, Arunachal Pradesh focuses on developing innovation through its Arunachal Pradesh 
Innovation & Investment Park, despite not having a specified policy for social innovation. 
States like Assam, with its Assam Startup Policy 2017, and Bihar with its Bihar Startup Policy 
2022, lay foundations for startups and innovation but do not delineate social innovation. 



43

They highlight a trend where the focus on startups is prevalent, but social innovation is yet to 
be distinctly recognised and supported through targeted policy initiatives.

Chhattisgarh’s Innovation and Entrepreneurship Development Policy, Goa’s Startup Policy, 
Gujarat’s Industrial Policy with provisions for startups, and Haryana’s Startup Policy all 
support the startup ecosystem but are not specific to social innovation. Himachal Pradesh and 
Jharkhand also follow this trend, with policies aimed at encouraging startups without a clear 
emphasis on the social aspects.

Karnataka and Kerala stand out with policies—Karnataka Research Development & 
Innovation Policy and Kerala Technology Startup Policy—that although not dedicated to social 
innovation, do promote technological and innovative solutions, which can include social 
innovation.

Maharashtra, a leading startup hub, has implemented the Maharashtra State Innovative 
Startup Policy to bolster its innovation landscape, while Madhya Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland, and Odisha all have startup policies that, while comprehensive, do not 
specifically address social innovation. Punjab’s Industrial & Business Development Policy, 
Rajasthan’s Startup Policy, Sikkim’s CM Startup Scheme, Tamil Nadu’s Startup and Innovation 
Policy, and Tripura’s IT Startup Scheme provide frameworks for business and technological 
innovation, yet do not single out social innovation as a unique category.

Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, and West Bengal each have startup policies that, despite 
encouraging innovation broadly, do not distinctly focus on the social dimension of startups. 
The Union Territories of Andaman & Nicobar, and Jammu & Kashmir also have policies 
supporting innovation but lack a focus on social innovation.

There is a clear trend across the majority of Indian states where social innovation is often 
subsumed under broader startup or innovation policies. While these policies provide a conducive 
environment for the growth of startups, there remains a gap in terms of targeted support and 
frameworks specifically designed to enhance social innovation. Telangana’s focused approach 
could serve as a model for other states to consider adopting similar dedicated policies to 
nurture social innovations that can address specific societal challenges and contribute to 
sustainable development.

Science, Technology, Innovation Policy (STIP 2020)

The STIP 2020 (Science, Technology, and Innovation Policy) draft marks a pivotal turn 
in India’s approach to bolstering its science and technology sector. The policy, as drafted, 
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recognises the vital role that science, technology, and innovation (STI) play in the nation’s 
development and global competitiveness. With ambitious goals to foster inclusivity and 
sustainability, STIP 2020 promises to catalyse socio-economic transformations and establish 
India as a global innovation hub.

However, the delay in moving from draft to final policy raises concerns and suggests a 
disconnection between the government’s declared ambitions and the urgency with which 
it acts upon them. This lag could be interpreted as a lack of prioritisation of the STI sector, 
which might be detrimental for several reasons:

1. Innovation and Economic Competitiveness: In an era where technological prowess 
underpins economic dominance, protracting the implementation of STIP 2020 could hinder 
India’s ability to keep pace with global innovation trends and erode its competitive edge.

2. Attracting Talent and Investments: A clear and decisive STI policy is a beacon for both 
talent and investment. Delays might result in a talent drain, as scientists and technologists 
seek out countries with more determined STI policies, and could deter potential investors 
who value policy stability and government support in their decision-making.

3. Technological Autonomy: STIP 2020’s emphasis on self-reliance in technology is crucial 
for national security and economic independence. Without a finalised policy, the pathway 
to developing indigenous technologies remains nebulous, potentially leaving the nation 
dependent on foreign technologies and subject to geopolitical pressures.

4. Addressing Societal Challenges: STI is central to tackling urgent societal challenges such 
as health crises, climate change, and sustainable development. A delay in policy enactment 
might mean missed opportunities to harness innovation for public good and delay solutions 
that could improve millions of lives.

5. Policy Continuity and Stability: Governments must provide a stable and predictable policy 
environment. Inconsistencies and delays could signal a governance shortfall and create an 
aura of uncertainty that affects all stakeholders, from grassroots innovators to large-scale 
industries.

In light of the pivotal role that the STIP 2020 policy is expected to play in catalysing 
social innovation, the imperative to finalise and implement this policy becomes all the more 
pressing. Social innovation—the development and implementation of novel solutions to social 
problems—is an essential driver of inclusive growth and societal well-being. By fostering a 
robust ecosystem for STI, the policy not only paves the way for scientific and technological 
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advancements but also ensures that these advancements translate into tangible benefits for 
society at large. It aims to democratise the fruits of innovation, ensuring that they reach 
and uplift the most marginalised sectors of society. Therefore, timely enactment of the STIP 
2020 policy is not just a matter of enhancing India’s innovation capacity, but it is also 
about committing to a future where every citizen has access to the benefits of science and 
technology. As such, the expedient finalisation of this policy is not merely an economic 
imperative but a moral one, underscoring the government’s role in nurturing an ecosystem 
where social innovation can thrive and contribute to the nation’s overarching goal of inclusive 
and sustainable development.

Financial Mechanisms and Impact Investing 

In the context of social innovation support in India, financial mechanisms and impact 
investing play a crucial role in catalysing sustainable development and addressing social 
challenges through innovative solutions. India, recognising the potential of social enterprises 
and startups in driving economic growth and social impact, has instituted various support 
systems to facilitate their growth.

Financial Mechanisms for Social Innovation in India

1. National Innovation Foundation (NIF)

The National Innovation Foundation (NIF) of India is an autonomous body of the Department 
of Science and Technology, established to promote grassroots innovations and traditional 
knowledge. It’s a pioneering initiative in knowledge-rich but economically disadvantaged 
sectors of the society to support local, unsung innovators and bring their creativity into the 
limelight.

The role of NIF in supporting social innovation in India:

Grassroots Innovation Scouting and Documentation:
NIF conducts extensive scouting missions across the country to document and disseminate 

grassroots innovations. They have a database of over 200,000 ideas, innovations, and traditional 
knowledge practices from various fields. The data and numbers can be confirmed by visiting 
NIF’s official website or contacting them directly for the most recent figures.

Innovation Incubation and Development:
Upon identification of an innovation, NIF helps in incubating the idea through various 

stages - from prototype development to market execution. They provide technical and financial 
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support and also assist in intellectual property rights protection, ensuring that the innovator’s 
work is safeguarded.

Financial Support and Value Addition:
NIF provides financial support through schemes like the Micro Venture Innovation Fund 

(MVIF) to upscale and commercialise grassroots innovations. This fund offers small-scale 
finance to innovators for piloting their projects. 

Networking and Dissemination:
NIF creates linkages between grassroots innovators and formal scientific and academic 

institutions to help in value addition and scaling up of these innovations. It organises the 
biennial National Innovation Foundation awards and exhibitions to showcase the innovations 
and provide networking opportunities for innovators.

Global Recognition and Intellectual Property Management:
NIF has filed numerous patents in India and abroad on behalf of the grassroots innovators 

and has achieved significant success in obtaining patents for them. This is a testament to the 
organisation’s commitment to protecting the intellectual property of indigenous innovators.

The National Innovation Foundation stands as a crucial pillar in India’s social innovation 
landscape, providing a platform where grassroots innovators can bring their transformative 
ideas to fruition. Through its comprehensive support system, NIF not only nurtures the seeds 
of ingenuity found in the diverse and rich fabric of India’s communities but also ensures 
these innovations achieve commercial viability and societal impact. Its role in empowering 
local talent and converting traditional and novel ideas into practical solutions underscores 
the commitment of India to foster an inclusive, innovation-driven future. The continued 
success of NIF’s endeavors is indicative of a broader national recognition of the importance 
of grassroots innovations in driving sustainable development and building a resilient, self-
sustaining economy.

2. Technology Development Board (TDB) 

The Technology Development Board (TDB) is a statutory body established under the 
Technology Development Board Act, 1995, by the Government of India. It plays a significant 
role in the country’s social innovation ecosystem by acting as a bridge between the research 
community and industry, enabling the translation of research outputs into viable products 
and technologies that address pressing societal needs. TDB’s financial mechanisms, which 
include equity participation, soft loans, and other financial assistance, are designed to de-risk 
the commercialisation process and make it more accessible for entrepreneurs and enterprises 
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that are working on technology-driven innovations.

One of the critical areas where TDB has made a substantial impact is in supporting startups 
and enterprises in sectors such as healthcare, clean energy, and water management—areas 
that are pivotal for social development. By backing innovations that aim to solve challenges 
in these sectors, TDB contributes to the overall objective of promoting inclusive growth and 
sustainable development in India. A notable example of TDB’s impact is its support for the 
development and commercialisation of affordable healthcare technologies. These include 
initiatives to develop low-cost medical devices and diagnostic kits, which are crucial for 
improving healthcare accessibility in low-resource settings across India. Through such support, 
TDB aids in the democratisation of technology and ensures that the benefits of innovation 
reach all segments of society.

3. Small Business Innovation Research Initiative (SBIRI) 

The Small Business Innovation Research Initiative (SBIRI) scheme, run by the Department 
of Biotechnology (DBT) in India, is specifically tailored to bolster the biotechnology domain 
by supporting research and development in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This 
initiative is pivotal for social innovation in India, as it provides a strategic platform for the 
development and maturation of novel biotechnological concepts, which are often high-risk 
endeavors that might otherwise struggle to secure funding.

SBIRI’s approach to funding is versatile, as it offers a unique blend of grants and loans, 
ensuring that innovative projects can traverse the precarious early stages of development 
without being hindered by financial constraints. The initiative typically supports areas like 
healthcare, agriculture, and other sectors where biotechnology can have a significant social 
impact. By promoting risk-taking research, SBIRI helps bring transformative biotech solutions 
to the market—solutions that can enhance food security, improve health outcomes, and provide 
environmentally sustainable options in various industries. An example of SBIRI’s influence can 
be seen in its support for the development of vaccines and diagnostic kits, which not only aids 
public health in India but also has the potential for global impact. Through this support, SBIRI 
accelerates the translation of scientific research into products and services that meet social 
needs, thereby contributing to India’s objective of fostering innovation-led growth.

4. PRISM (Promoting Innovations in Individuals, Startups, and MSMEs) 

The PRISM (Promoting Innovations in Individuals, Startups, and MSMEs) scheme, 
spearheaded by India’s Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR), aims to propel 
innovation at the grassroots by providing financial support to individual innovators, startups, 
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and micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs). It specifically targets the development 
and commercialisation of new technologies, thereby facilitating an ecosystem that fosters 
inclusive and sustainable development.

PRISM operates with the objective of helping innovators bridge the gap between idea 
and market readiness, covering critical steps such as securing intellectual property rights 
and creating prototypes that can attract further investment and go-to-market support. By 
assisting in these early, often risky stages, PRISM lowers the barriers to entry for smaller players 
who may lack the resources of larger corporations. The initiative is crucial for India’s social 
innovation framework as it addresses challenges in sectors such as healthcare, environment, 
food security, and agriculture—all of which are key to the welfare of the nation’s population, 
especially the underserved. For instance, PRISM has facilitated the emergence of low-cost 
medical devices and agricultural tools that benefit the broader Indian populace.

5. Social Venture Funds (SVFs) 

In the landscape of social innovation support in India, Social Venture Funds (SVFs) have 
emerged as a critical financial instrument for nurturing social enterprises. Governed by the 
Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI), these funds fall under the ambit of the 
Alternative Investment Funds (AIFs) regulations. SVFs are tailored to attract private capital to 
invest in socially oriented businesses, which work towards the dual objectives of generating 
financial returns and creating significant social or environmental impact.

The regulatory framework provided by SEBI ensures that SVFs operate with transparency 
and accountability, providing investors with the confidence to contribute to social causes 
while expecting a return on their investments. These funds typically focus on areas such 
as microfinance, affordable healthcare, education, agriculture, clean energy, and livelihood 
creation, which are of paramount importance for a developing country like India, aiming to 
achieve inclusive growth and sustainable development. 

Private Funding 

In the landscape of Indian social innovation, funds such as Aavishkaar have been at 
the forefront of driving capital towards scalable and sustainable ventures. With a focus on 
addressing the challenges faced by the underserved communities in India and other emerging 
economies, Aavishkaar has been a forerunner in the impact investment space. According to 
their website, Aavishkaar Group, as of 2023, manages funds in excess of $1 billion and has 
made more than 300 investments, showcasing their significant contribution to promoting 
social innovation.
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The Michael & Susan Dell Foundation, with its commitment to transforming the lives of 
children living in urban poverty through better education and family economic stability, has 
also made significant strides in the region. As reported, the foundation has committed more 
than $200 million in philanthropic capital across India since 2006.

Furthermore, the introduction of mandatory Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in India 
under the Companies Act, 2013, has been a pivotal step towards integrating social innovation 
into corporate strategy. Companies meeting certain profitability, net worth, or turnover criteria 
are required to spend at least 2% of their average net profit of the previous three years on 
CSR activities. This has generated a new funding stream for social innovation, with corporates 
actively investing in sectors such as education, health, sanitation, and environmental 
sustainability, aligning their business goals with social impact objectives. According to the 
Ministry of Corporate Affairs, the total CSR expenditure by companies in India has been 
increasing annually, with a spend of over ₹20,000 crores (approx $2.6 billion) in the financial 
year 2019-20 alone.

These initiatives have been instrumental in not just providing financial resources but also in 
fostering an ecosystem where social ventures can thrive, innovate, and multiply their impact 
on society.

Impact Investing in India

The trajectory of impact investing in India mirrors the nation’s escalating focus on resolving 
social issues through innovative and sustainable business models. As indicated by the Global 
Impact Investing Network (GIIN) in its Annual Impact Investor Survey 2020, the quantum of 
impact investments in India amplified from approximately $1.6 billion in 2010 to a substantial 
$10.8 billion by the end of 2019, signifying a robust compound annual growth rate (CAGR). 
This growth trajectory showcases the evolving investor sentiment which prioritises not only 
financial returns but also the social and environmental impact of their investments.

These impact investments are directed toward critical sectors that align closely with 
India’s socio-economic priorities. Financial inclusion initiatives are at the forefront, aiming to 
integrate the underserved segments of the population into the formal financial system, thereby 
driving economic empowerment and equity. The healthcare sector also garners considerable 
investment, focusing on making healthcare services accessible and affordable to a broader 
base of the population. Education is another key domain, with investments aiming to improve 
the quality and reach of educational resources and infrastructure, particularly in rural and 
low-income urban areas. The clean energy sector draws significant attention as well, aligning 
with global and national goals for sustainable development and climate change mitigation. 
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Agricultural development, which forms the backbone of the Indian economy, benefits from 
impact investing aimed at improving agricultural productivity, market access, and income 
stability for farmers.

This surge in impact investing activity is bolstered by India’s regulatory framework and 
governmental initiatives that encourage such investments. Moreover, India’s large and diverse 
social enterprise ecosystem presents myriad opportunities for impact investors to engage in 
ventures that offer scalable and sustainable solutions to social and environmental challenges.

Support Infrastructure

1. India Impact Investors Council (IIIC): This industry body promotes the development 
of impact investing in India, working to create a favourable environment for impact 
investments.

2. Atal Innovation Mission (AIM: Under the National Institution for Transforming India (NITI 
Aayog), AIM includes setting up Atal Incubation Centres (AICs) to foster innovation and 
entrepreneurship in various sectors.

3. Technology Business Incubators (TBIs) and Science and Technology Entrepreneurship 
Parks (STEPs): These platforms provide startups with necessary resources and mentorship, 
often leading to greater chances of investment from impact investors.

Challenges and Future Outlook

While India has made strides in establishing mechanisms to support social innovation 
and impact investing, challenges such as regulatory hurdles, limited access to capital for 
early-stage enterprises, and the need for more capacity-building initiatives remain. The future 
outlook is optimistic as both the government and private sectors are increasingly recognising 
the role of financial mechanisms in supporting social innovation for inclusive development.

Incubators and Accelerators 

Incubators and accelerators in India have become key drivers of social innovation, 
supporting entrepreneurs as they transform their ideas into impactful ventures. Organisations 
such as Villgro, Dasra, and the Centre for Innovation, Incubation, and Entrepreneurship (CIIE) 
have established themselves as much more than funding sources; they offer a robust support 
system for early-stage social enterprises.
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Villgro, one of India’s oldest social enterprise incubators, has supported over 300 social 
enterprises, raised $20 million in follow-on funding, and touched the lives of 19 million 
people through various innovations since its inception in 2001. Their model is designed to 
offer not only seed funding but also mentoring, business development support, and access to 
networks that can aid in scaling up operations.

Dasra, a strategic philanthropy foundation, has been pivotal in driving the social sector’s 
growth by offering not just financial backing but also working on capacity building, scaling 
up operations, and creating impact strategies. They facilitate collaborations between 
entrepreneurs, philanthropists, and businesses to tackle some of the most pressing challenges.

The Centre for Innovation, Incubation, and Entrepreneurship (CIIE) at the Indian Institute 
of Management Ahmedabad (IIMA) has been fostering entrepreneurship and nurturing tech 
businesses. CIIE supports entrepreneurs through various stages of their growth journey with 
incubation, acceleration programmes, seed investment, and mentoring.

Together, these entities have been instrumental in the evolution of a vibrant social enterprise 
ecosystem in India. By providing expertise, access to networks, and capital, incubators and 
accelerators like Villgro, Dasra, and CIIE ensure that social innovators not only get their ideas 
off the ground but are also positioned for sustainable growth and large-scale impact. Their 
presence underscores the dynamic nature of India’s approach to social innovation, where the 
support extends well beyond financial aid, fostering a holistic environment for entrepreneurs 
who aspire to drive change through innovation.

Academic Contributions and Research

Academic institutions in India, notably the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) and Indian 
Institutes of Management (IIMs), have been at the forefront of merging theoretical research 
with practical innovation to address social challenges. These institutions have carved out 
spaces for experimentation and knowledge creation, primarily through their research parks 
and centres dedicated to social entrepreneurship.

The IITs, with their research parks, offer a collaborative environment where academia, 
industry, and entrepreneurs can work together on technology development and innovation. 
For instance, IIT Madras Research Park, the first university-based research park in India, is 
home to various centres that focus on driving innovation in clean technology, biotechnology, 
and information technology, which are critical for social development. According to their 
reports, they host over 100 R&D centres and have facilitated numerous technology transfers, 
thereby contributing to socio-economic development through technological innovation. 
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Similarly, the IIMs have centres for social entrepreneurship that offer resources and guidance 
to startups addressing social issues. These centres often run incubator programmes, offer 
courses in social entrepreneurship, and conduct research that informs policy and practice in 
this space. For example, the Centre for Innovation, Incubation, and Entrepreneurship (CIIE) at 
IIM Ahmedabad has been influential in supporting startups through investments, mentoring, 
and providing access to networks and knowledge resources. As per their impact report, CIIE 
has supported over 350 startups since its inception and has a profound influence on the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem in India. 

The involvement of such premier institutions emphasises the role of academic research in 
catalysing social innovation, bridging the gap between conceptual frameworks and their real-
world applications. By nurturing a culture of research-driven innovation, these institutions 
contribute not only to the academic community but also have a tangible impact on society by 
fostering solutions that address pressing social issues.

Network and Alliances 

Networks and alliances play a critical role in the landscape of social innovation in India, 
acting as connectors among various players in the sector. Organisations such as the Indian 
Social Responsibility Network (ISRN) and the Social Enterprise Network (SEN) provide essential 
platforms for stakeholders from different domains to engage with one another, share insights, 
and build collaborative ventures.

The ISRN, a non-profit organisation, serves as a network of corporate, governmental, 
and non-governmental organisations, facilitating the implementation of Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) initiatives in alignment with national priorities. It aims to synergise the 
CSR work of different entities for a greater collective impact. As per their claims, ISRN works 
with a vast number of partners and members to ensure that CSR activities are effectively 
utilised for social welfare.

The Social Enterprise Network (SEN), on the other hand, operates as a platform for social 
enterprises to share experiences and strategies, fostering an environment where innovation 
can thrive through partnership and collective action. SEN’s initiatives focus on building the 
capacities of social enterprises and offering opportunities for peer learning and collaboration.

These networks are vital for disseminating knowledge, influencing policy, and scaling 
successful models of social innovation. They help bridge the gap between diverse sectors such 
as the private sector, government bodies, NGOs, and the social enterprises themselves. By 
doing so, they ensure that different segments of society work in concert rather than in silos, 
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thus enabling a cohesive strategy towards addressing societal problems.

The proliferation of such networks in India underscores the recognition that collaboration 
is indispensable for social innovation. They enhance the ability of social enterprises to navigate 
challenges, leverage opportunities, and achieve the ultimate goal of delivering sustainable and 
scalable impact on society.

Grassroots Organisations and NGOs

In India, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and grassroots organisations are integral 
to the ecosystem of social innovation, particularly as they operate at the closest quarters to the 
nation’s most pressing challenges. These entities often emerge from within the communities 
they serve, offering unparalleled insights into the local context and needs. They are the 
on-the-ground implementers who not only identify problems but also develop and deliver 
innovative solutions in collaboration with the communities they represent.

NGOs like GOONJ, which focuses on disaster relief and community development, and 
Barefoot College, which educates rural communities on solar energy, demonstrate the impact 
of grassroots innovation. GOONJ has been instrumental in addressing clothing needs as a 
basic but unacknowledged need and turning urban waste into a resource for rural India, thus 
contributing to the circular economy. Barefoot College, on the other hand, has been pivotal in 
training women as solar engineers, thereby empowering them and their communities.

These organisations have a dual role: they are both the voice of marginalised populations and 
active contributors to innovative practices. This dual capacity ensures that social innovations 
are not only technically sound but are also empathetically aligned with the actual needs of 
their intended beneficiaries. This empathy-driven approach to innovation is critical in a diverse 
and stratified country like India, where a one-size-fits-all solution is seldom effective.

The importance of NGOs and grassroots entities in India’s social innovation landscape is 
further recognised and supported by government initiatives and international collaborations. 
For example, the Ministry of Science and Technology’s SEED (Science for Equity, Empowerment 
& Development) division supports science and technology-based voluntary organisations that 
work to uplift the poorest sections of society.

Grassroots organisations enhance the reach and relevance of social innovation in India by 
ensuring that it reflects the real needs of society, particularly those that are often left behind 
by mainstream approaches. They enable a bottom-up flow of knowledge and innovation, 
essential for inclusive and sustainable development.
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Technology and Digital Platforms

The integration of technology and digital platforms has significantly amplified the reach 
and efficacy of social innovation in India. Crowdfunding platforms such as Milaap serve as 
critical bridges connecting social innovators with a broad audience of potential supporters 
and donors. As India’s largest crowdfunding site, Milaap has facilitated over INR 1,400 Crores 
in funding for causes ranging from healthcare to education to women’s empowerment.

Beyond crowdfunding, social media channels offer expansive outreach and engagement 
opportunities for social entrepreneurs to build community, spread awareness, and advocate 
for their causes. In India, the widespread adoption of mobile technology has further propelled 
this engagement, with over 749 million internet users as of 2021, many of whom access the 
internet via mobile devices.

Mobile applications, too, are playing a vital role in scaling social innovations. For instance, 
the Kisan Suvidha app, launched by the Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers Welfare, provides 
Indian farmers with valuable agricultural insights, market prices, and weather forecasts. This 
use of digital tools for dissemination of information and services underscores how technology 
is being leveraged to expand the reach and impact of social innovations.

Digital platforms have the distinct advantage of overcoming geographic and socioeconomic 
barriers. They enable innovators to not just secure funding, but also to forge partnerships, 
engage with stakeholders, and track the impact of their projects in real-time. The digitalisation 
of social innovation aligns with the Indian government’s broader digital India initiative, which 
seeks to transform the nation into a digitally empowered society and knowledge economy.

This confluence of digital platforms and social innovation is critical for India as it strives to 
address complex social challenges through inclusive and sustainable solutions. By harnessing 
the power of digital technologies, social entrepreneurs in India are creating a more connected 
and empowered society that can collectively contribute to the country’s development goals.

In India, the support for social innovation is not just a linear path but a robust, interconnected 
ecosystem involving various stakeholders. Each entity—from government bodies to private 
foundations, from academic institutions to grassroots organisations—plays a synergistic role, 
contributing to a comprehensive framework that fosters the entire lifecycle of social innovation.

The government’s Atal Innovation Mission (AIM), for example, has established Atal Tinkering 
Labs and Atal Incubation Centres across the country to cultivate young minds and innovative 
startups, respectively. By the end of 2020, AIM had set up 5,000 Atal Tinkering Labs and 
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supported 68 startups through its incubation centres.

Furthermore, the impact of private and public partnerships is significant. Private entities 
like the Tata Trusts have a long history of supporting social innovations, having invested 
in healthcare, livelihoods, and education, to name a few sectors. Their collaboration with 
government programmes amplifies the scale and reach of social innovations.

On the academic front, institutions like the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Bombay 
have set up research parks and innovation centres such as the Society for Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship (SINE), which helps bridge the gap between industrial research and academic 
innovation. These centres serve as fertile ground for cultivating new ideas that can address 
pressing social challenges.

The nonprofit sector, teeming with NGOs like Goonj and Pratham, directly interacts with the 
most pressing needs of society. Goonj, focused on disaster relief and community development, 
uses urban waste to create resources for rural development, demonstrating an innovative 
approach to sustainability. Pratham’s education programmes, designed to improve literacy and 
learning outcomes, are a testament to socially innovative practices in the education sector.

These diverse elements are connected through networks and alliances like the India Impact 
Investors Council (IIC), which promotes impact investing in India and counts among its 
members some of the most influential funds and companies in the social innovation space.

The collaborative nature of this ecosystem means that social innovations in India benefit 
from a variety of perspectives and resources, leading to more robust and sustainable solutions. 
This collective approach helps ensure that innovations can not only take root but also adapt 
and scale to meet the vast and varied needs of India’s population. It is within this dynamic 
and supportive matrix that Indian social innovation finds its strength and its capacity for far-
reaching impact.

Pune International Centre (PIC) 

Pune International Centre (PIC), a Pune-based think-tank, has made significant contributions 
to the field of social innovation through its dedicated vertical on Social Innovation. This 
vertical is unique and possibly the only one in India that not only engages in research on 
social innovation but also supports social innovators through its Social Innovation Lab (SI-
Lab).
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One of the key initiatives of PIC’s Social Innovation vertical is the organisation of a national 
conference every year on November 17th. The inaugural conference, held on November 
17, 2013, aimed to explore innovative approaches by public systems, private organisations, 
civil society groups, and individuals to make society more inclusive and collaborative. Since 
then, PIC has consistently organised the Social Innovation Conference annually, providing a 
platform for social innovators from across the country to showcase their solutions in three 
categories: Urban, Rural, and Tribal. Winners from each category are awarded a cash prize 
of fifty thousand rupees and receive year-long mentorship from the mentors at PIC’s Social 
Innovation Lab.

In addition to the conference, PIC has initiated the Social Enterprise Mentorship Programme. 
Under this programme, each social innovator is paired with a mentor who provides guidance 
and support throughout their entrepreneurial journey, offering valuable insights and hands-
on assistance.

Furthermore, PIC has established The Shared Service Centre (SSC-SE) as an initiative to 
bolster social enterprises by offering various services essential for nurturing entrepreneurship. 
Over the past few years, SSC-SE has aided and fostered over 100 social enterprises, contributing 
to the growth and development of the social innovation ecosystem.

Through these initiatives, the Pune International Centre has played a pivotal role in 
promoting social innovation, providing a nurturing environment for social innovators, and 
fostering a culture of inclusive and collaborative problem-solving in society.

Conclusion

The intricate tapestry of India’s support ecosystem for social innovation is marked by 
a collaborative spirit and multipronged strategy that transcends individual contributions. 
From government initiatives like the Atal Innovation Mission, fostering grassroots and 
technological innovation, to the profound influence of academic institutions shaping research 
and development, the Indian landscape is uniquely equipped to nurture social innovation.

Private entities and philanthropic foundations offer not just financial backing but mentorship 
and strategic support, vital for the maturation of innovative ideas. The active involvement of 
NGOs and grassroots organisations ensures that the fruits of innovation are relevant, accessible, 
and tailored to the real-world challenges faced by marginalised communities.

Venture capital funds and impact investors play a pivotal role, injecting necessary capital 
and bringing a sustainable and scalable approach to socially driven enterprises. Networks and 
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alliances provide the platforms for knowledge exchange and collective action, reinforcing the 
foundation upon which innovative ideas can proliferate.

Digital platforms have emerged as powerful tools, democratising the innovation landscape, 
amplifying outreach, and facilitating partnerships that might otherwise be constrained by 
geographical limits. The cumulative effect of these diverse, yet interlinked components is a 
vibrant and robust ecosystem that not only supports the various stages of social innovation 
but also ensures that these innovations achieve measurable impact.

As India continues to position itself as a global innovation hub, the synergy within its 
support ecosystem for social innovation is a testament to the potential for profound socio-
economic transformation. This ecosystem is a beacon for other nations, demonstrating the 
vast potential of collaborative, inclusive, and strategic support to foster innovations that can 
indeed change the world.

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India
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Chapter 6: Challenges and Opportunities

Introduction 

In the dynamic landscape of social innovation, India stands at a crossroads where the 
burgeoning potential of its diverse population meets the systemic challenges inherent in a 
developing nation. This chapter aims to dissect the complex interplay between the hurdles 
that innovators face and the unprecedented opportunities that beckon.

As this chapter unfolds, we delve into the myriad challenges that range from regulatory 
hurdles, lack of funding, and infrastructural constraints to issues of scalability and sustainability 
of social ventures. The labyrinthine bureaucratic processes and policy paralysis at times stifle 
innovation, while inadequate access to capital and market linkages often impede the growth 
of promising ideas.

Conversely, this narrative is not one of challenges alone. It’s also about the vast opportunities 
that await—be it through the untapped potential of a massive young demographic, the digital 
revolution sweeping across the nation, or the increasing commitment of the Indian government 
and global investors to foster and fund innovation.

We explore how the adversity faced by social innovators often breeds creativity, leading to 
solutions that are not only ingenious but also inherently resilient and adaptable. In dissecting 
these dual aspects of the innovation journey, this chapter is a candid examination of the 
current state, a thoughtful exploration of what is needed, and an optimistic envisioning of 
what could be achieved through collective effort and enlightened policy-making.

As we venture through “Challenges and Opportunities,” it is crucial to understand that the 
landscape of social innovation in India is as challenging as it is rewarding, with each obstacle 
creating a stepping stone for new solutions and each opportunity presenting a chance to 
make a lasting impact.

Challenges and limitations of the current support system for social 
innovation

The support system for social innovation in India, while robust in aspiration, encounters 
several challenges and limitations that can hinder the scaling and impact of such initiatives.

In India’s social innovation landscape, securing financial backing is a pivotal but challenging 
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initial step, especially for enterprises in their nascent stages. Impact investors and venture 
capital funds are increasingly attentive to the potential of social enterprises. However, there 
exists a conspicuous gap in the provision of seed and early-stage capital, which is crucial for 
transitioning a proven concept to a stage where it’s poised for scaling and attracting more 
substantial investments. This ‘missing middle’ — financing in the range of INR 25 lakhs to 2 
crores — has been identified as a critical gap by the British Council report titled “The State of 
Social Enterprise in India.” The report indicates that while there’s an appetite for large-scale 
investments and a number of microfinance options available, this specific funding band is 
underserved, which can stifle the growth of social enterprises during their most vulnerable 
phase. The deficit in this crucial funding bracket necessitates innovative financing mechanisms 
and supportive fiscal policies to foster a thriving environment where social innovations can 
pilot, prove, and scale their models effectively.

Navigating the regulatory landscape in India presents a formidable challenge for social 
enterprises, often characterised by complexity and stringent compliance demands. A notable 
hurdle is the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act (FCRA), which governs the acceptance and 
utilisation of foreign contributions or aid. It is intended to ensure that such contributions 
do not adversely affect national interest, yet for social enterprises and NGOs, the FCRA 
requirements can be onerous. According to a report by The Economic Times in 2020, numerous 
organisations have faced scrutiny under the FCRA, leading to a tightening of regulations and, 
in some cases, cancellation of licenses. This scrutiny not only impedes the flow of foreign 
funds but also adds to the operational complexities for social enterprises, hampering their 
ability to execute and scale their operations efficiently. The restrictive nature of the FCRA 
can thus deter international collaborations and support, which are often essential for social 
innovations seeking to achieve broad impact. The challenges underscore the need for a more 
conducive and clear regulatory framework that balances oversight with the agility necessary 
for social enterprises to thrive and contribute to India’s socio-economic development.

The digital divide between urban and rural India creates a formidable obstacle for social 
innovations, particularly those aimed at benefiting rural populations. While social enterprises 
often seek to address challenges in healthcare, education, and financial inclusion through 
technological solutions, their efforts are frequently hindered by inadequate infrastructure. 
According to data from the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI), as of 2021, there 
is a stark disparity in internet penetration, with rural areas lagging significantly behind urban 
locales — 29% versus 67%, respectively. This gap in connectivity not only restricts access to 
digital innovations for rural inhabitants but also poses logistical challenges for innovators 
seeking to deploy and manage their solutions in these regions. Consequently, while urban 
areas may rapidly adopt new technologies, rural areas — which can arguably benefit the most 
from social innovations — face an uphill battle. The TRAI statistics underscore the pressing 
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need for improved digital infrastructure in rural India, which is essential to realise the full 
potential of social innovations in bridging the divide and fostering inclusive growth across 
the country.

Human capital is a critical component of any innovation ecosystem, and in the context 
of social innovation in India, it is both an opportunity and a challenge. Despite having one 
of the largest youth populations in the world, India faces the issue of skill mismatch in its 
workforce, especially concerning the specific competencies required to drive social innovation. 
The Observer Research Foundation (ORF), in its study, points out the urgent need for capacity 
building in the realm of entrepreneurial skills tailored for the social sector. This includes 
areas such as project management, strategic planning, and understanding of social impact 
measurement, which are not adequately covered in traditional educational curricula or training 
programmes. Moreover, the report by ORF underlines that while there is a significant presence 
of technical and managerial talent, there is a gap in skills that align with the ethos and 
demands of social entrepreneurship, such as empathy, grassroots innovation, and community 
engagement. Addressing these skill gaps is crucial not only for the creation of more effective 
social enterprises but also for the scaling up of these initiatives to have a broader impact 
on society. The implication of ORF’s findings is that there needs to be a concerted effort to 
integrate social innovation skills into higher education, vocational training, and professional 
development programmes, thereby equipping India’s vast human capital to participate actively 
and effectively in the social innovation landscape.

The journey from a pilot project to a large-scale solution is fraught with challenges, and 
for social innovations in India, scaling up is often where the bottleneck occurs. As per the 
“Innovation in India” report by Nesta, the British innovation foundation, the support available 
to social entrepreneurs in India is typically skewed towards the initial stages of ideation and 
prototyping. There is a palpable lack of structured support when it comes to taking these 
innovations and implementing them at a scale that can lead to substantial societal change. 
This discrepancy is not merely a matter of financial investment; it encompasses the need for 
robust mentorship programmes, strategic market linkages, and a conducive ecosystem that 
fosters growth beyond the seed stage.

According to Nesta’s findings, social innovators in India frequently encounter obstacles 
such as limited access to markets, difficulties in navigating the regulatory landscape, and a 
lack of alignment with government programmes that could potentially take their solutions 
to a wider audience. Moreover, the report underscores the importance of having a supportive 
infrastructure in place that not only understands the unique challenges faced by social 
enterprises but also provides them with the tools and knowledge to overcome these challenges 
and sustain their impact over time.
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Thus, the challenge of scalability and sustainability is a significant one, highlighting the 
need for a more balanced approach in the support system that extends beyond the early stages 
of innovation. Ensuring that social innovations can transition successfully from a successful 
prototype to widespread implementation requires an ecosystem that is not only supportive in 
terms of resources but also in expertise, mentorship, and market access.

The interplay of challenges in the social innovation landscape in India illuminates’ paths 
for potential progress. For instance, bridging the funding gap necessitates innovative financial 
instruments and engagement from both public and private sectors. A targeted approach could 
be modeled on successful examples like the Social Venture Funds under SEBI’s regulatory 
umbrella, which need to be expanded and made more accessible to early-stage innovators. 
Such efforts would align with the National Innovation Foundation’s aim to harness grassroots 
innovations, as documented in their annual reports.

Regulatory reforms are also crucial. A more streamlined regulatory environment can 
significantly lower entry and operational barriers for social enterprises. The Indian government’s 
push for ‘Ease of Doing Business’ and digital India initiatives, as reflected in the annual reports 
from the Ministry of Commerce and Industry and the Ministry of Electronics and Information 
Technology, respectively, provide a blueprint for simplifying processes like the FCRA clearances 
and other compliance mechanisms.

Infrastructure development, particularly in rural areas, is another critical area. With TRAI’s 
reports highlighting the urban-rural digital divide, there is an evident need for increased 
investment in digital infrastructure to support the proliferation of social innovations. This 
aligns with the objectives of initiatives like BharatNet, which aims to connect rural areas with 
high-speed internet.

Regarding human capital, aligning educational curricula with the demands of social 
innovation is paramount. Collaborations between educational institutions and social 
enterprises, as seen in the establishment of research parks and entrepreneurship centres in IITs 
and IIMs, should be expanded to foster a more entrepreneurial mindset and skillset among 
students.

Finally, to address scalability and sustainability, a more integrated support system is required. 
Mentorship programmes, like those offered by established incubators such as Villgro, must be 
scaled up and made available to more enterprises. Furthermore, creating linkages between 
social enterprises and larger industry players can help innovators tap into existing distribution 
and supply chains, as highlighted in reports from industry bodies like the Confederation of 
Indian Industry (CII).
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These improvements call for a multifaceted approach where policy, education, infrastructure, 
and market dynamics are aligned to strengthen the support system for social innovation. 
Each stakeholder has a distinct role in fostering an ecosystem where social innovations can 
transition from local solutions to national impacts, contributing to the achievement of broader 
development goals as envisioned in India’s commitments to the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Opportunities for Improvement and Innovation in this Ecosystem 

In addressing the challenges within India’s social innovation landscape, a spectrum of 
opportunities for improvement and innovation emerges. Enhancing access to finance, for 
example, can be facilitated by the establishment of dedicated funds aimed specifically at 
early-stage social ventures. This could be modeled on successful interventions like the India 
Aspiration Fund (IAF) under the Small Industries Development Bank of India (SIDBI), which 
focuses on promoting entrepreneurship and nurturing the growth of startups.

To streamline regulatory processes, the government could consider a unified regulatory 
framework tailored for social enterprises, which balances due diligence with the ease of doing 
business. The NITI Aayog’s proposed ‘National Policy for Social Enterprises’ aims to create a 
conducive environment by addressing policy-related challenges and could potentially simplify 
legal procedures.

In bridging infrastructure gaps, the Digital India initiative’s continued expansion plays a 
pivotal role. By increasing internet penetration and digital literacy, particularly in rural areas, 
social innovations can harness technology for wider impact. Partnerships between the public 
sector, private companies, and social ventures could further this aim, leveraging corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) mandates to fund infrastructural development.

The human capital constraint necessitates a focus on skill development tailored to the 
social sector’s needs. Initiatives like the National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) can 
expand their remit to incorporate social entrepreneurship. Moreover, academic institutions can 
integrate social innovation into curricula, thus fostering a workforce adept in the specificities 
of the social sector.

For scalability and sustainability, a collaborative approach that includes mentorship 
programmes, market linkages, and partnerships is essential. The Atal Innovation Mission’s Atal 
Incubation Centres (AICs) and the Atal Tinkering Labs (ATLs) are governmental initiatives that 
aim to nurture innovative startups to become scalable and sustainable enterprises.
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Addressing the challenges within India’s social innovation ecosystem presents a broad 
array of opportunities for strengthening and enhancing the support for social enterprises. 
Strategic initiatives could focus on creating more inclusive financing options that cater to the 
unique needs of social startups, particularly at the seed and early stages. Tailoring financial 
instruments that bridge the funding gap identified in reports such as the British Council’s 
2016 study on social enterprise could catalyse the growth of these enterprises at crucial 
development stages.

Moreover, streamlining regulatory frameworks to support rather than stifle social innovation 
is vital. Simplifying procedures for compliance with acts like the Foreign Contribution 
(Regulation) Act and offering tax benefits or other incentives could encourage more impactful 
work and attract foreign contributions.

In the realm of infrastructure, government and private sector partnerships could drive 
the expansion of digital and physical infrastructure into rural areas, enhancing the reach 
and operational capacity of social enterprises. As per TRAI reports, improving rural internet 
penetration, which lags significantly behind urban areas, is imperative.

Human capital development is another area ripe for opportunity. Initiatives aimed at 
aligning educational curricula with the skills needed in the social innovation sector can ensure 
a ready pool of talent. Programmes fostering entrepreneurial and innovation-focused skills, as 
suggested by think tanks like the Observer Research Foundation, could be expanded.

Lastly, creating a supportive environment for scaling innovations is crucial. Building on 
insights from the ‘Innovation in India’ report by Nesta, there is a need for a stronger ecosystem 
to support growth beyond the pilot phase. This could include establishing networks for 
mentorship, enhancing market linkages, and developing platforms for sharing best practices 
and resources.

By capitalising on these opportunities, India can not only surmount existing challenges but 
also pave the way for a more robust, dynamic, and sustainable social innovation landscape. 
These enhancements would help ensure that social enterprises can deliver their intended 
impact effectively and on a larger scale, contributing to the country’s broader socio-economic 
goals.
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The Role of Technology and Digital Platforms in Enhancing Support 
Systems 

In India, technology and digital platforms have been playing an increasingly significant role 
in amplifying the capabilities of the support systems for social innovation. These platforms 
offer tools that allow for broader engagement, resource mobilisation, and enhanced visibility 
for social enterprises.

For instance, crowdfunding platforms such as Milaap have enabled social innovators to 
access funds directly from a diverse set of contributors, democratising the funding process 
and allowing for small-scale donors to participate in social change. According to data from 
their website, Milaap has facilitated over INR 1,100 Crore in funding for various causes since 
its inception, highlighting the substantial role such platforms play in resource mobilisation.

Social media channels provide another potent tool for raising awareness and building 
communities around social causes. They serve as effective channels for advocacy, allowing 
social entrepreneurs to narrate their stories, share their impacts, and engage with both 
benefactors and beneficiaries in meaningful dialogue.

Moreover, technology incubators and accelerators such as the Centre for Innovation, 
Incubation, and Entrepreneurship (CIIE) at IIM Ahmedabad leverage digital platforms to 
provide virtual mentorship and training, expanding their reach beyond geographical limitations. 
According to the CIIE, they have supported over 500 startups through their initiatives, in part 
by using digital platforms for capacity building and networking.

Additionally, mobile technology and applications have opened new avenues for social 
enterprises to offer their services more effectively. For example, digital platforms for education 
have expanded access to quality learning resources, a necessity highlighted by reports from 
organisations like UNESCO, which have emphasized the importance of digital solutions in 
reaching marginalised populations.

The integration of technology and digital platforms into the support ecosystem for social 
innovation in India has not only increased accessibility and efficiency but also facilitated 
new forms of collaboration and innovation. As these technologies continue to advance, they 
hold the potential to further revolutionise how social innovation is supported, scaled, and 
sustained in the country.
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Conclusion 

The landscape of social innovation in India presents a tapestry woven with challenges 
and opportunities. Financial access remains a critical hurdle, with a funding gap at the seed 
and early stages that hampers the ability of social enterprises to scale. The British Council 
report on social enterprise in India underscores this gap, emphasising the need for financial 
instruments tailored to the unique needs of social enterprises.

Regulatory complexities further complicate the pathway to innovation. The Foreign 
Contribution (Regulation) Act (FCRA) presents a particular challenge, as reported by sources 
like The Economic Times, which highlights the stringent compliances and cancellations faced 
by many organisations.

Infrastructure, particularly in rural areas, limits the reach and efficacy of social innovations. 
TRAI reports a stark digital divide, with rural internet penetration lagging significantly behind 
urban areas, indicating the need for infrastructure development.

Human capital constraints also impact the sector, with a skills mismatch evident in the 
market. The Observer Research Foundation’s study on skill gaps calls for a focus on capacity 
building and entrepreneurial skill development.

Yet, within these challenges lie potent opportunities for growth and improvement. 
The burgeoning role of technology and digital platforms, as evidenced by the success of 
crowdfunding platforms like Milaap, underscores a future where digital inclusivity can drive 
social innovation forward. The contributions of incubators such as CIIE with their extensive 
support to over 500 startups, validate the transformative power of institutional support in 
nurturing social entrepreneurship.

In conclusion, the ecosystem for social innovation in India is at a crossroads. By addressing 
financial barriers, streamlining regulatory processes, improving infrastructure, investing in 
human capital, and embracing digital transformation, the ecosystem can pivot more robustly 
towards not just overcoming the challenges but also capitalising on the immense opportunities. 
Doing so will not only aid in scaling social innovations but will ensure their sustainability, 
enabling them to leave an indelible impact on the socio-economic fabric of the nation.
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Chapter 7: Policy Recommendations

Introduction 
The “Policy Recommendations” serves as a critical compass for directing the future course 

of social innovation in India. This pivotal section of our policy paper seeks to address the 
multifaceted challenges while capitalising on the opportunities that have been delineated in 
the preceding chapters. Drawing upon data from credible sources such as the British Council 
report, which revealed significant financial access challenges for social enterprises (British 
Council, 2016), and the TRAI’s assessment of the digital divide, our recommendations aim 
to forge a path toward a more resilient and inclusive ecosystem. They are intended to guide 
policymakers, investors, and social entrepreneurs in co-creating a conducive environment that 
fosters innovation, facilitates scaling up of social ventures, and ensures the sustainability 
of their impact. By synthesising insights from previous analyses and current data, the 
recommendations put forth are designed not only to address the immediate gaps but also to 
lay a robust groundwork for enduring systemic change. Through a collaborative approach, 
these policy recommendations will champion a framework where technology, finance, 
regulatory measures, and human capital can collectively thrive and reinforce the structure of 
social innovation in India.

Policy Recommendations 

To enhance the support system for social innovation in India, a multifaceted approach is 
required, incorporating financial, regulatory, infrastructural, and educational strategies. 

1. Financial Incentives and Funding Mechanisms 

Enhancing financial support for social innovation in India necessitates innovative funding 
mechanisms tailored to the unique challenges faced by social entrepreneurs. One such 
initiative could be the establishment of a government-backed fund, akin to the UK’s Big 
Society Capital, which serves as an independent financial institution formed to fund social 
sector organisations. This fund would cater specifically to the capital needs of early-stage 
social enterprises that often fall into the ‘pioneer gap’—too large for microfinance but too 
risky for traditional bank loans or venture capital.

For instance, Big Society Capital, launched in 2012, has successfully channeled significant 
investment into the UK social sector. By the end of 2019, it had invested £418 million in social 
investment finance intermediaries. These intermediaries then invested in social enterprises and 
charities, reaching an estimated 11 million beneficiaries (source: Big Society Capital Impact 
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Report 2019). India could mirror this success by establishing a similar fund, which could 
provide patient capital that allows social enterprises the time to grow and prove their models.

In addition to direct funding, incentivising private investment into social enterprises can 
significantly bolster their access to capital. Leveraging the current tax framework, similar to 
Section 80G of the Income Tax Act which allows deductions for donations made to prescribed 
funds and charities, the government could provide tax benefits for impact investments. This 
could operate by offering tax deductions on income for individuals and entities investing 
in verified social enterprises, thus encouraging more private capital flow into this sector. By 
modifying existing laws, or introducing new ones, the government can create a conducive 
environment for impact investing.

The success of such tax benefit schemes can be seen in the impact investing space globally. 
For example, the Community Investment Tax Credit in the United States incentivises individuals 
and companies to make investments in community development financial institutions (CDFIs) 
by offering a 39% tax credit over seven years (Internal Revenue Service, US). India’s adaptation 
of such a mechanism could prove to be equally transformative, by not only attracting 
investment but also ensuring that these enterprises are geared towards creating a measurable 
social impact.

The combination of a dedicated fund for social innovation and tax incentives for private 
investors could address the critical funding challenges for social enterprises in India. By 
providing the necessary financial resources and creating an attractive investment environment, 
these measures can empower innovators to scale their operations and enhance their impact 
on society.

2. Regulatory Reforms 

To enhance the support system for social innovation in India, it is imperative to reform 
the regulatory frameworks that govern social enterprises, especially in relation to funding. 
A significant challenge for these organisations is navigating the complexities of receiving 
foreign contributions, which is governed by the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act (FCRA). 
The FCRA is meant to regulate the acceptance and utilisation of foreign funds by individuals, 
associations, and companies, but its stringent compliance requirements can be onerous for 
social enterprises and NGOs.

The need for reform is clear: simplifying the FCRA compliance process would greatly benefit 
the sector. A reformed system could offer clearer guidelines and a more streamlined application 
and reporting process, reducing the administrative burden and allowing organisations to focus 
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on their core mission. As of 2020, the FCRA amendments brought in restrictions that led 
to concerns among NGOs about operational difficulties. For example, the number of FCRA 
account cancellations increased, with around 20,000 NGOs losing their registration by the end 
of 2020, affecting their ability to receive foreign funding.

Looking at international best practices, Singapore’s Charity Portal offers a good model. It 
is an online information and services hub that allows charities to submit annual reports, apply 
for licenses and permits, and update organisational details, thereby simplifying compliance. 
India could adopt a similar centralised digital platform for social enterprises and NGOs. This 
portal could serve as a transparent and efficient mechanism for applying for FCRA clearance, 
reporting fund usage, and even receiving training on compliance. Such a system would reduce 
delays and increase transparency, giving legitimate organisations the ability to access the 
funds they need without undue hassle.

By taking cues from such streamlined processes and implementing them within the Indian 
context, the government can foster a more supportive environment for social enterprises. 
Regulatory reforms that facilitate ease of compliance, combined with a one-stop information 
and services hub similar to Singapore’s Charity Portal, would encourage more efficient 
operations and enable social enterprises to contribute more effectively to India’s social 
development goals.

3. Digital Infrastructure 

Digital infrastructure is a cornerstone for achieving widespread and inclusive social 
innovation in India. The BharatNet project, initiated by the Government of India, aims to 
provide broadband connectivity to all 250,000 Gram Panchayats (village councils) across the 
country, which is crucial for fostering innovation in these regions. As of my last update in 
April 2023, this ambitious project is one of the world’s largest rural broadband connectivity 
programmes, aiming to bridge the rural-urban digital divide.

Investment in digital infrastructure, especially in rural and underserved areas, is critical. 
While the BharatNet project marks a significant step, more initiatives are necessary to expand 
internet connectivity which, as of 2021, stands at approximately 29% in rural areas compared 
to about 67% in urban areas. By considering internet access as a basic utility, the government 
can prioritise and allocate resources effectively, similar to the treatment of water and electricity.

The Digital India initiative, launched to transform India into a digitally empowered society, 
could have increased investments to further strengthen the innovation ecosystem. Enhanced 
connectivity can serve as a catalyst for social enterprises by providing them with the tools 
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to develop and scale their solutions effectively. For instance, improved internet access can 
enable better data collection, remote training, and access to markets, significantly impacting 
healthcare, education, and financial inclusion.

Through increased investments and a focused approach, India can bolster its digital 
infrastructure, which in turn will empower social innovators and entrepreneurs at the grassroots 
level, enabling them to contribute to the nation’s socio-economic development with the aid 
of digital tools and platforms.

4. Human Capital Development 

Addressing human capital constraints is critical to enhancing the support system for social 
innovation in India. The country has launched several initiatives aimed at skill development, 
such as the Skill India mission, which could be leveraged to include a specialised focus on 
social enterprise. Public-private partnership (PPP) models can play a pivotal role in this 
area by facilitating collaborations between the government, private sector, and educational 
institutions.

For instance, creating specialised courses and incubation programmes tailored to social 
entrepreneurship within academic institutions can bridge the skill gap. Institutions like the 
Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs) have already 
taken steps in this direction by setting up research parks and entrepreneurship cells. These can 
serve as blueprints for further development.

A dedicated curriculum that combines theoretical understanding with practical application 
can ensure that the emerging workforce is well-equipped with the entrepreneurial skills required 
to navigate and succeed in the social sector. According to the National Skill Development 
Corporation (NSDC), as part of the Skill India mission, various sector skill councils have been 
established to ensure that skill development efforts are in line with the actual needs of the 
industry. To validate and encourage such educational initiatives, the government could look 
at providing incentives to educational institutions that integrate social enterprise programmes 
into their curricula. These incentives could be similar to those provided under the National 
Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme (NAPS), which supports the apprenticeship training of 
youths 

By fostering a symbiotic relationship between the government, private sector, and academia, 
and drawing inspiration from successful skill development models, India can substantially 
strengthen its human capital for social innovation, thereby contributing to a more robust and 
sustainable social enterprise ecosystem.
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5. Scale-up Support 

Scaling up social enterprises is a multifaceted challenge that necessitates a well-structured 
support system. A practical step towards this goal is to establish platforms where social 
enterprises can gain access to mentorship, market opportunities, and strategic guidance. The 
concept of the National Social Entrepreneurship Grid could play a critical role, akin to the 
successful implementation of the MSME Samadhaan portal, which assists micro, small, and 
medium enterprises with the facilitation of pending payments.

Such a grid could be designed to act as an aggregator of resources, networking opportunities, 
and business development guidance, thereby fostering the integration of social enterprises into 
wider economic ecosystems. Additionally, it could provide a transparent system for connecting 
these enterprises with potential investors and larger corporations that have the expertise 
and resources to facilitate scale-ups. This connection with more established entities could 
open avenues for social entrepreneurs to explore new markets and enhance their operational 
capabilities. 

Emulating such structures for the social enterprise sector can be instrumental in bridging 
the gap between small-scale operations and their expansion potential. Through the National 
Social Entrepreneurship Grid, social enterprises could find it easier to navigate the complex 
business landscape, access necessary financial tools, and ultimately achieve the scale necessary 
for a larger societal impact. This kind of support system would significantly contribute to the 
growth trajectory of social innovation in India, aiding enterprises to transition from successful 
pilots to impactful, large-scale operations.

6. Integrated Approach to Innovation 

In order to maximise the potential of social innovation in India, there is a pressing need for 
an integrated policy framework that transcends the boundaries of individual ministries and 
departments. This approach calls for the recognition of social innovation as a pivotal theme 
that permeates various sectors, necessitating a coordinated effort from diverse governmental 
bodies.

The European Union’s Social Business Initiative (SBI) offers a valuable precedent for such 
an integrated approach. Launched as a flagship policy, the SBI aims to create a conducive 
environment for social enterprises, ensure their visibility, and make it easier for them to 
operate. It encompasses actions across three key areas: access to finance, visibility, and the 
regulatory environment. This initiative provides a comprehensive roadmap for policy coherence 
and multi-stakeholder engagement, demonstrating the benefits of a collaborative approach to 
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fostering social innovation.

For India, adopting a similar framework would mean crafting policies that not only support 
social enterprises financially but also enhance their operational capabilities and market presence. 
It would involve the alignment of objectives and resources across various departments such 
as finance, industry, social welfare, education, and technology. Moreover, such a framework 
could facilitate the exchange of best practices and learnings between different sectors, leading 
to more innovative and effective solutions to social challenges.

Implementing an integrated policy framework in India could stimulate a more effective and 
efficient deployment of resources, while fostering an environment where social innovation can 
thrive. It would signal a commitment to holistic development and ensure that the support for 
social enterprises is sustainable, systematic, and sensitive to the complex interdependencies 
that characterise the social innovation landscape.

Implementing policy recommendations to bolster social innovation in India necessitates 
a concerted effort from an array of stakeholders, including government bodies, financial 
institutions, private sector players, academia, and civil society organisations. The success of 
these policies hinges on their ability to synergise actions and align the incentives of all parties 
involved.

The Importance of Inclusivity, Sustainability, and Scalability 

For fostering social innovation in India, the significance of inclusivity, sustainability, and 
scalability cannot be overstated. Each of these principles plays a critical role in ensuring that 
social innovation delivers widespread benefits and can be maintained over time.

Inclusivity is pivotal as it ensures that social innovation reaches the most marginalised and 
underserved populations. Policies must advocate for the equitable distribution of resources and 
opportunities, enabling participation from various demographic segments, including women, 
minorities, and people with disabilities. An inclusive approach can be supported by data from 
the World Bank, which underscores the correlation between inclusivity in social programmes 
and poverty reduction outcomes.

Sustainability refers to the capacity of social innovations to maintain their operations and 
impact over time. For social enterprises, this often means achieving financial self-sufficiency 
without compromising their social mission. Policymakers can draw from the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) as a framework to ensure that social enterprises contribute to 
broader global sustainability targets.
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Scalability involves the potential for social innovations to expand their impact. This often 
requires not just financial investment but also the development of robust business models, 
market access, and support systems. The Indian Government’s Aspirational Districts Programme, 
aiming at transforming districts with scalable and sustainable interventions, can offer valuable 
insights into effective scalability practices.

To make substantial policy recommendations, it is essential to back them with concrete 
data and successful case studies. For instance, a study by the Harvard Business Review on 
‘Innovating for Shared Value’ provides evidence of companies that have successfully integrated 
social and environmental issues into their core strategies, achieving both economic and social 
value.

Policies should, therefore, focus on:

 Creating inclusive financial instruments and capacity-building programmes.

 Emphasising the integration of social and environmental objectives into business models 
for sustainability.

 Developing infrastructure and support mechanisms to enable social innovations to scale 
effectively.

Embedding inclusivity, sustainability, and scalability into the policy recommendations for 
social innovation in India not only aligns with global best practices but also ensures that the 
social enterprises have a lasting and meaningful impact on society.

Conclusion 

We recognise the necessity of establishing financial mechanisms that are inclusive, ensuring 
that even the most nascent social enterprises have access to the capital needed to validate 
and scale their models. Regulatory reforms have been underscored as a means to streamline 
processes, thereby reducing bureaucratic hurdles and fostering an environment conducive to 
innovation. The expansion of digital infrastructure, particularly in rural sectors, is critical to 
democratize access to information and services, enabling social innovations to reach wider 
audiences. Human capital development is emphasised, acknowledging that a skilled workforce 
is the bedrock upon which the edifice of social innovation stands. Moreover, the support for 
scaling up ventures through enhanced mentorship and market access platforms is essential to 
transition from local successes to national and global influence.
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These policy recommendations chart a course towards a resilient ecosystem that not only 
nurtures social innovation but also ensures that it contributes significantly to the country’s 
socio-economic objectives. The recommendations aim to leverage India’s unique strengths 
while addressing its systemic challenges, drawing inspiration from global best practices and 
adapting them to the local context.

Embedding inclusivity in these strategies is not just about social equity; it is also about 
tapping into the full spectrum of human potential across India’s diverse population. Ensuring 
sustainability is to recognise that social enterprises must be built on models that withstand 
economic fluctuations and changing social needs. Scalability speaks to the vision of seeing 
small ideas grow into movements that can touch millions of lives.

As we envision these policy recommendations taking shape, we foresee a dynamic and 
robust ecosystem of social innovation emerging in India—an ecosystem that not only fosters 
creative solutions to pressing challenges but also empowers communities, engenders equity, 
and drives sustainable development.
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Chapter 8: Future Directions and Conclusion

As we embark on the final chapter of this policy paper, “Future Directions and Conclusion,” 
we stand at a crossroads where the cumulative insights from preceding discussions steer us 
towards envisioning a path forward for the support system of social innovation in India. 
This chapter aims to sketch a trajectory for the future, considering the nuanced landscape of 
India’s social innovation ecosystem, the evolving needs of its diverse populace, and the global 
trends that influence and shape the sector’s progression.

In the preceding chapters, we have dissected the intricate layers of the existing support 
system, identified its strengths and weaknesses, and laid out a series of policy recommendations 
tailored to uplift and enhance the framework within which social entrepreneurs operate. The 
subsequent section of this chapter will look beyond the present, drawing on these analyses 
to propose strategic approaches and avenues for sustainable and inclusive growth within the 
social innovation sphere.

This chapter will not only provide a roadmap for the immediate future but will also 
contemplate the long-term vision required to foster a thriving environment for social innovation 
in India. The ultimate aim is to crystalise our collective understanding into actionable steps 
that will not only serve as a beacon for today’s social innovators but also inspire future 
generations to continue the journey towards a more equitable and prosperous society. As 
we contemplate the horizon of possibilities, “Future Directions and Conclusion” will seek to 
instill a sense of hope and direction, providing a blueprint for action that resonates with the 
dynamism and potential of India’s social innovation landscape.

Key Findings and Policy Recommendations 

The analysis and discussion provided throughout this policy paper underscore the potential 
of social innovation in India as a catalyst for social and economic transformation. To harness 
this potential, there is an urgent need to reform the financial, regulatory, and infrastructural 
frameworks that currently govern the social innovation ecosystem.

The proposed policy recommendations aim to create a more nurturing environment for 
social enterprises, enabling them to overcome the challenges of scalability and sustainability. 
By investing in human capital development, facilitating easier regulatory compliance, 
enhancing digital infrastructure, and providing targeted financial support, India can lay down 
the foundation for a robust support system that not only nurtures current social innovations 
but also inspires and sustains future endeavors.
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The policy paper’s suggestions, if implemented effectively, could lead to a paradigm shift in 
how social innovation is perceived, supported, and scaled in India. The emphasis on inclusivity, 
sustainability, and scalability within the policy framework could see the nation emerging as 
a global leader in social entrepreneurship, ultimately achieving a significant impact on both 
national and global development agendas.

Key Findings

1. Financial Access: Access to finance emerged as a pivotal challenge for social innovators in 
India. Early-stage social enterprises often find themselves in a ‘pioneer gap’ where they are 
too large for microfinance but too risky for mainstream investors.

2. Regulatory Hurdles: A complex regulatory environment hampers the growth and scaling 
of social innovations. Ambiguities in compliance, especially regarding the receipt of foreign 
funds, create additional barriers.

3. Digital Divide: While digital platforms have greatly aided social innovations, there remains 
a stark digital divide. Rural and underserved regions face infrastructural challenges, limiting 
the reach and potential impact of social innovations.

4. Human Capital Gaps: There is a significant gap between the skill sets available in 
the workforce and those required for driving social innovation. Capacity building in 
entrepreneurial and innovation-specific skills is needed.

5. Scalability and Sustainability Issues: Many social enterprises struggle to scale their operations 
due to a lack of mentorship, market linkages, and an ecosystem conducive to growth.

Policy Recommendations

1. Establish Specialised Funds: Introduction of government-backed funds or financial 
instruments dedicated to supporting early-stage social enterprises, alongside incentives for 
private investments in the social sector.

2. Regulatory Simplification: Streamline processes for FCRA compliance and create a more 
transparent and efficient mechanism for social enterprises to receive foreign contributions 
and domestic funds.

3. Enhance Digital Infrastructure: Investment in improving digital connectivity in remote 
and rural areas to ensure that digital tools and the internet can facilitate social innovation 
uniformly across regions.

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India

75



4. Skill Development Initiatives: Foster partnerships between the government, private sector, 
and educational institutions to develop skill-building programmes targeted at the social 
innovation sector.

5. Scale-up Facilitation: Establish platforms and initiatives for social enterprises to gain 
access to larger markets, mentorship, and opportunities to collaborate with government 
and larger corporations.

6. Integrated Policy Approach: Advocate for an overarching policy framework that treats social 
innovation as a priority area, necessitating coordination among various governmental departments.

The Importance of Continued Research and Development in Social 
Innovation

The discourse encompassing the Support System for Social Innovation in India underscores 
the imperative of ongoing research and development (R&D) as a cornerstone for advancing 
social innovation. The field of social innovation is inherently dynamic, with evolving challenges 
and emerging opportunities that require a continuous flow of new knowledge and adaptive 
solutions. It is through steadfast R&D efforts that social innovations can be refined and scaled, 
ensuring they remain effective in addressing complex social issues.

Continued research is vital in uncovering the nuanced needs of diverse populations and in 
evaluating the impact of various social innovation projects, thus fostering an evidence-based 
approach to scaling and replication of successful models. Moreover, development activities 
are crucial for the creation of new tools, methodologies, and technologies that can enhance 
the efficiency and reach of social initiatives. These efforts can lead to the generation of rich 
insights, fostering an ecosystem where knowledge sharing and collaborative learning become 
the driving forces behind the design of impactful and sustainable solutions.

Investment in R&D within the social innovation sphere is not just about technological 
advancement but also about innovating in policy design, financial instruments, and business 
models that are socially inclusive and environmentally sustainable. In essence, the continual 
push for R&D ensures that the support system for social innovation remains agile and responsive 
to the shifting social and economic landscapes, ultimately contributing to the broader goals 
of national development and societal well-being.

In conclusion, the ongoing research and development within India’s social innovation 
landscape hold the keys to unlocking its full potential. By placing an unwavering emphasis 
on the exploration of new ideas and the diligent assessment of existing practices, India can 
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continue to cultivate a resilient and robust infrastructure for social change. As the country 
forges ahead, it will be the synergistic fusion of knowledge, technology, and strategic policy-
making that will sustain and amplify the impact of social innovations, propelling India towards 
a future marked by inclusive growth and equitable development. This commitment to R&D is 
not just an investment in social innovation but an investment in the very fabric of the nation’s 
future, ensuring that progress and prosperity are shared across its vast and vibrant society.

Potential Future Trends and Directions in the Field  

As digital infrastructure continues to expand, there is likely to be an increased integration 
of technology in social ventures, harnessing the power of data analytics, artificial intelligence, 
and machine learning to address complex social issues effectively. This could lead to the rise 
of smart social solutions that are more scalable and sustainable, targeting sectors such as 
healthcare, education, and financial inclusion.

Furthermore, the blending of traditional knowledge with modern innovation could 
emerge as a trend, especially in areas like agriculture and crafts, preserving cultural heritage 
while boosting socio-economic development. Collaborative approaches are also expected to 
deepen, with cross-sector partnerships becoming the norm, as seen through the increased 
involvement of corporate entities under CSR initiatives, co-creation with communities, and 
multi-stakeholder platforms that include government, civil society, and academia.

Another future direction could be the formalisation of impact investment markets in India, 
with more structured products and exchanges dedicated to social enterprises. This would 
provide clearer paths for investment and more rigorous impact measurement standards, 
leading to greater confidence among investors.

Policy-wise, we may see more streamlined processes and support mechanisms, including 
incubation hubs, tax incentives, and dedicated funds for social innovation. The government 
could play a pivotal role in creating an enabling environment for such innovations to thrive.

Environmental sustainability will likely become even more central to social innovation, 
with green solutions and sustainable business models becoming prerequisites for funding and 
support. As India grapples with environmental challenges, innovations that offer sustainable 
alternatives and mitigate climate impact will gain prominence.

Finally, the focus on inclusive innovation is expected to sharpen, ensuring that the benefits 
of social innovation reach the most marginalised and vulnerable sections of society. This 
would mean not just creating solutions for these communities but actively involving them in 

Pathways to Progress: A Framework for Social Innovation Support in India

77



the innovation process.

These trends and directions, propelled by an evolving ecosystem, will likely shape the 
trajectory of social innovation in India, steering it towards greater impact and inclusivity.

Conclusion 

In the final analysis of the Support System for Social Innovation in India, it is clear that while 
challenges persist, the opportunities and potential for transformative change are significant. 
The social innovation ecosystem in India is vibrant and dynamic, marked by a rich tapestry 
of actors and initiatives striving to address some of the most pressing social and economic 
issues. However, for this ecosystem to reach its full potential, concerted efforts must be made 
to address the barriers that inhibit the growth and scaling of social innovations.

The policy recommendations discussed throughout this discourse aim to build a more 
enabling environment for social enterprises. They include the establishment of dedicated 
funding mechanisms for early-stage social innovations, regulatory reforms to simplify 
processes, and improve transparency, investments in digital infrastructure to bridge the urban-
rural divide, and capacity-building initiatives to enhance human capital in the social sector. 
Moreover, fostering an integrated approach to innovation, prioritising inclusivity, sustainability, 
and scalability in policy frameworks, and creating collaborative platforms for stakeholders are 
pivotal for fostering a robust support system.

These recommendations, if implemented, have the potential to catalyse a new wave of 
social entrepreneurship that can contribute significantly to the Sustainable Development 
Goals and create a more inclusive and sustainable future for India. The realisation of this 
potential depends on the collaborative action of government, investors, the private sector, 
social enterprises, and civil society.

As India continues on its path of economic growth, the harnessing of social innovations 
will play a crucial role in ensuring that this growth is inclusive and equitable. Continued 
research and development in this field are essential, as is the willingness of policy-makers to 
learn, adapt, and innovate.

The journey of social innovation in India is an evolving narrative of resilience, creativity, 
and hope. With the right support and policies, social innovators can not only dream of a better 
future but also create it. This policy paper, therefore, concludes with an optimistic outlook, 
envisioning an India where the ecosystem for social innovation is not just supportive but also 
thriving, driving the nation towards greater heights of social and economic well-being.
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