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Implementation of Social Innovations in Subsistence 
Marketplaces: A Facilitated Institutional Change Process Model*
Srinivas Venugopal , and Madhubalan Viswanathan

Implementation of social innovations in subsistence marketplaces often fails as a result of not bringing about insti-
tutional change. In this article, we study the process through which social enterprises facilitate local communities 
in effecting the process of institutional change as they introduce social innovations. Analyzing rich ethnographic 
data from 19 social enterprises, we develop the process of “facilitated institutional work” for implementing social 
innovation. We present a process model for implementing social innovation with four distinct stages involving social 
enterprises—(1) legitimating themselves within local communities, (2) disrupting aspects of the local institutional 
environment, (3) helping re-envision institutional norms or practices, and (4) resourcing the institutional change 
process. The four stages relate to important concerns that local communities have in working with social enterprises 
implementing social innovations. These community-level concerns revolve around the following questions: (1) Why 
should we allow an external social enterprise to be involved in our affairs? (2) Why do we need to change? (3) What 
should we change and what should we sustain? and (4) What role should we play in implementing change (such as 
in mobilizing resources)? This article demonstrates that bringing about institutional change is often necessary for 
implementing social innovations in subsistence marketplaces. The findings depict a participatory approach in which 
social enterprises work with local communities to bring about the institutional conditions necessary for implementing 
social innovation.

Practitioner Points

• Bringing about institutional change is necessary 
for implementing social innovations in subsistence 
marketplaces.

• Institutional change for social innovation is brought 
about through the interaction between local com-
munities and social enterprises.

• Paternalistic approaches aiming to impose change 
in a top-down fashion should be avoided. Romantic 
approaches that exaggerate the capacity of local 
communities to effect change should be avoided.

• Local communities in subsistence marketplaces are 
proactive gatekeepers who can terminate relation-
ships with social enterprises seeking to implement 
social innovations.

• Social enterprises implementing social innova-
tions must proactively address important concerns 
that local communities have in working with social 
enterprises.

Introduction

Millions of toilets are built in villages across 
India. Many of these are used as store rooms 
and not as toilets. People don’t use these toi-

lets but rather go out for their necessities in the open. But 
still private agencies and govt. [social enterprises] are 
constructing millions of toilets. The perceived need [for 
toilets] is not of the community but some other agents 
outside the community.”—Hussain (social entrepreneur)

One person’s toilet could certainly be another per-
son’s storeroom. In the quote above, Hussain is re-
ferring to a situation where social innovations are 
designed for subsistence marketplaces in a top-down 
fashion without understanding local institutional re-
alities that shape product consumption (Nakata and 
Weidner, 2012; Viswanathan, Sridharan, Ritchie, 
Venugopal, and Jung, 2012). Social innovations often 
fail in subsistence marketplaces because they under-
estimate the implementation challenges associated 
with shaping local institutions (Prabhu, Tracey, and 
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Hassan, 2017; Purtik and Arenas, 2017; Viswanathan 
and Sridharan, 2012). As an example, in many rural 
communities of South India, local institutional norms 
restrict pregnant women from consuming iron-rich 
foods that are essential for the physical development 
of the fetus (Nichter, 2008). These norms stem from 
a collective preference for smaller babies and were 
evolved in the past, when access to scientific health-
care innovations was largely absent in rural commu-
nities. Over the years, social innovators have solved 
the technical problem of making low-cost iron-forti-
fied foods as well as the distribution problem of low-
cost delivery through microentrepreneurs (Bothwell, 
2000). However, unless changes are brought about in 
aspects of local institutional norms that prevent con-
sumption of such products, the social innovation po-
tential will remain under-realized.

Our research focuses on social enterprises that 
originate in the formal economy but implement so-
cial innovations in informal subsistence market-
places (Ramachandran, Pant, and Pani, 2012). We 

investigate how such social enterprises can implement 
social innovations by facilitating changes in the local 
institutional environment. To address our research 
question, we gathered multiformat ethnographic data 
from 19 social enterprises from India (8), Tanzania 
(5), and Argentina (6). Based on our analyses, we pro-
pose the process of “facilitated institutional work” for 
implementing social innovation—defined as the pro-
cess in which an external social enterprise, originating 
in a different institutional context, enables embedded 
agency on the part of local communities. Embedded 
agency refers to the ability of local communities in en-
acting changes to the very institutions within which 
they are embedded (Scott, 1995). We present a process 
model for implementing social innovation with four 
distinct stages that correspond to important concerns 
of local communities in working with social enter-
prises (Khan, Westwood, and Boje, 2010). These com-
munity-level concerns are captured in the following 
questions: (1) Why should we allow an external social 
enterprise to be involved in our affairs? (2) Why do 
we need to change? (3) What should we change and 
what should we sustain? and (4) What role should we 
play in implementing change (such as in mobilizing 
resources)?

Our article makes several unique contributions to 
the literature on social innovations. First, though there 
are both strategic and implementation considerations 
for bringing about social innovation (Nakata and 
Weidner, 2012), extant research has predominantly fo-
cused on strategic considerations (Purtik and Arenas, 
2017). We focus on the implementation challenges of 
social innovation by elaborating on the situated ac-
tions of social enterprises that address contextual re-
alities within local communities (Peng, Sun, Pinkham, 
and Chen, 2009). In doing so, social enterprises bring 
about the institutional conditions necessary for imple-
menting social innovations. Second, prior research on 
social innovation has noted that subsistence contexts 
are characterized by institutional voids that hinder so-
cial innovation (Mair and Marti, 2009). Consequently, 
much of past research has focused on top-down 
mechanisms involving social enterprises “pulling 
down” certain macro-institutional orders (e.g., prop-
erty rights or venture formalization) into subsistence 
communities to enable social innovation (De Soto, 
2000; Sutter, Webb, Kistruck, Ketchen, and Ireland, 
2017). Complementing such top-down approaches 
(Gray, Purdy, and Ansari, 2015), our findings depict 
a participatory approach in which social enterprises 
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work with local communities to endogenously deter-
mine aspects of local institutions that must be altered 
or preserved. These bottom-up changes are co-created 
by local communities and social enterprises in a fash-
ion that is shaped by the history and specificities of 
the local context (Viswanathan et al., 2012). Finally, 
the literature on social innovation often depicts social 
enterprises as heroic organizations (Dacin, Dacin, 
and Tracey, 2011). Consequently, little attention has 
been paid toward understanding how local commu-
nities hold social enterprises accountable for their 
actions and how social enterprises might fail in their 
social innovation efforts. Local communities are theo-
retically depicted as passive and static contexts, wait-
ing for social innovations from social enterprises. Our 
model challenges this conceptualization by depicting 
local communities as dynamic contexts constituted 
by agentic actors who mediate the relationship with 
social enterprises implementing social innovations 
(Gusfield, 1967).

The article is organized as follows. In the next sec-
tion, we discuss the phenomenon of implementing 
social innovation in subsistence marketplaces, sum-
marizing key insights from prior research. Next, we 
discuss the core features of the institutional work per-
spective that is employed to theoretically frame the 
phenomenon of interest. We then describe in detail 
the methodology as well as the rationale for using cer-
tain methodological tools, followed by a discussion of 
the findings. We conclude by discussing the implica-
tions of our research.

Literature Review

Social Innovation in Subsistence Marketplaces

Social innovation is defined as “a novel solution to a 
social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustain-
able, or just than existing solutions, and for which the 
value created accrues primarily to society as a whole 
rather than private individuals” (Phills, Deiglmeier, 
and Miller, 2008, p. 36). Social innovation involves di-
rect actions that entail the transformation of a subop-
timal system as opposed to incremental improvements 
within existing systems (Martin and Osberg, 2015). 
The focus on direct action distinguishes social inno-
vation from social activism, wherein social goals are 
achieved by influencing powerful actors such as the 
government. Similarly, the focus on transformative 
change separates social innovation from social services 

such as food banks, which aim to enhance well-being 
within prevailing systems (Martin and Osberg, 2015). 
Extant research suggests multiple vehicles that can 
be employed to enact social innovation—(1) social 
entrepreneurship, (2) social intrapreneurship, and 
(3) social extrapreneurship (Tracey and Stott, 2017). 
The predominant focus of social innovation has been 
on strategic issues such as products, processes, and 
business model design to bring about positive socie-
tal outcomes (Varadarajan, 2017). The literature has 
provided some focused inputs into how to bring about 
social innovation for addressing various types of so-
cial issues such as environmental degradation, social 
and economic inequality, and poverty (Kolk, Rivera-
Santos, and Rufín, 2014; Mair, Wolf, and Seelos, 2016; 
Varadarajan, 2017).

Research focused on social innovation in subsis-
tence contexts has examined efforts that treat subsis-
tence communities either as consumers or as producers 
(Ramachandran et al., 2012). Extant research has 
emphasized the importance of mechanisms such as 
bricolage, customization, and local embedding in im-
plementing social innovation in subsistence contexts 
(Ernst, Kahle, Dubiel, Prabhu, and Subramaniam, 
2015). Bricolage captures the ability of the organiza-
tion to improvise in the face of resource scarcity, which 
is a characterizing feature of subsistence contexts 
(Halme, Lindeman, and Linna, 2012). Customization 
captures the ability of the organization to respond to 
the institutional diversity across subsistence context. 
Local embedding entails that the organization become 
a legitimate part of the local social milieu where social 
innovation is to be brought about (Hart and London, 
2005). Local embedding requires that organizations 
take a participative approach of working with local 
communities in implementing social innovation (Kolk 
et al., 2014).

Recent scholarship has begun to emphasize the 
“social” aspects of social innovation. Here, organi-
zations work in partnership with local communities 
by changing, disrupting, and sustaining institutional 
norms and practices that are required to implement 
social innovation (Ansari, Munir, and Gregg, 2012; 
Purtik and Arenas, 2017). The eventual goal of such 
change efforts is stated to be “transforming patterns 
of thought, behavior, social relationships, institutions, 
and social structure to generate beneficial outcomes 
for individuals, communities, organizations, soci-
ety, and/or the environment beyond the benefits for 
the instigators of such transformations” (Stephan, 
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Patterson, Kelly, and Mair, 2016, p. 1252). However, 
if  such institutional changes are implemented in a 
top-down fashion, negative consequences could ensue 
for local communities (Viswanathan et al., 2012). 
Whereas most of the research in this arena has fo-
cused on organizational activities, little attention has 
been paid to the social processes in local contexts 
when social enterprises enter subsistence communities 
to implement social innovation. To illustrate, Khan, 
Munir, and Willmott (2007) takes a critical view of 
a social innovation implementation effort to disrupt 
the institution of child labor in Pakistan’s soccer ball 
industry. They find that, even though the top-down 
institutional change efforts led by powerful external 
actors succeeded in reducing child labor, women and 
children in low-income communities were left worse 
off  both financially and in terms of self-esteem and 
dignity (Khan et al., 2007). Such unintended con-
sequences could arise if  local communities are not 
active participants in implementing social innova-
tion (Ansari et al., 2012). The interplay between or-
ganizations and local communities foregrounds how 
communities actively participate in shaping the goals 
and the process of implementing social innovation. 
Understanding this interplay is important as social 
problems are socially constructed through the inter-
action between the social enterprise and local com-
munities (Lawrence, Dover, and Gallagher, 2014). 
Social enterprises that fail to understand this reality 
could engage in activities that are counterproductive 
to enhancing well-being in local communities. Table 1 
provides a summary of key ideas from the literature 
focused on social innovation in subsistence contexts.

Theoretical Orientation: Institutional Work

In this section, we broadly outline the essential features 
of institutional theory and then review the institutional 
work perspective on institutional change. Institutions 
could be construed as “rules of the game” that are 
evolved by humans in order to guide collective behav-
ior and reduce uncertainty in human exchange (North, 
1991). Institutions could be formal, such as laws and 
property rights, or informal, such as social norms and 
codes of conduct (Mazzucato and Niemeijer, 2002, 
p. 172). Institutions are made up of values, beliefs, 
norms, and enforcement mechanisms (Scott, 1995), 
wherein success and survival of embedded actors de-
pend more on their socially derived legitimacy than 
their economic efficiency (Tolbert and Zucker, 1983).

The principal problem in institutional theory is 
the tension between structure and agency (Battilana, 
Leca, and Boxenbaum, 2009). Institutional theory 
was evolved to explain stability and continuity in the 
social world. However, theoretical fault lines begin 
to appear in institutional theory when it is invoked 
to explain processes of  institutional change (Scott, 
1995), paving the way for two interrelated streams of 
research, namely institutional entrepreneurship and 
institutional work (Battilana, 2006; Lawrence and 
Suddaby, 2006), both aiming to explain the process 
of  institutional change. Institutional entrepreneur-
ship research emphasizes the agentic role of  specific 
actors called institutional entrepreneurs in creating 
new institutional structures. The institutional work 
perspective, on the other hand, involves the study 
of  not just creation of  new institutions but also the 
ongoing maintenance and disruption of  institutions 
(Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). The institutional 
change process is viewed as being effortful, pro-
tracted, and discursive in nature, involving multiple 
stakeholders. It deliberately avoids grand and heroic 
narratives of  individual actors and maintains a mul-
tiparty focus (Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca, 2011). 
The actors are conceptually situated as the protag-
onists, collectively shaping the process of  change 
(Lawrence et al., 2011). Agency is viewed as being 
distributed across actors and is an emergent prop-
erty of  collective institutional work. Institutional 
work has been classified on the basis of  the aspect 
of  institutions that are transformed, disrupted, or 
created (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). For example, 
actors could engage in boundary work that deals 
with grouping of  actors within an institutional field 
and practice work that deals with shared routines 
(Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). At the microfoun-
dations of  institutional work is the cognitive work 
that actors have to engage in so as to generate new 
cognitive schemas that support and sustain the new 
macroinstitutional order (Lawrence and Suddaby, 
2006). The institutional work perspective provides 
a suitable theoretical lens to study the phenomenon 
of  social innovation because it allows for multiple 
actors working together purposively to create, dis-
rupt, and transform prevailing institutions. In our 
research, we particularly focus on relational work 
and cognitive work carried out by social enterprises 
in subsistence communities. Relational work refers 
to the formation of  a web of  relationships and inter-
actions that enable and support institutional work. 
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Cognitive work captures the changes in knowledge 
and cognitive structures that support institutional 
work. Our focus on cognitive and relational work 
carried out by social enterprises in local communi-
ties helps us uncover microlevel mechanisms related 
to the implementation of  social innovation that have 
been neglected so far in the literature.

Method

Qualitative research was employed as the research 
methodology because it lends itself  to the study of 
processes—a key goal of  this research (Lofland and 
Lofland, 1995). Data were gathered from 19 social 

enterprises and not-for-profits that were involved in 
implementing social innovations in subsistence mar-
ketplaces. Eight of  these social enterprises were from 
India, five from Tanzania, and six from Argentina. 
The second author had trusted key informants from 
the social enterprise sector in these three countries. 
We sought the help of  these key informants in se-
lecting our sample. We asked each key informants 
to choose at least five social enterprises that satisfy 
the following conditions—(1) have been implement-
ing social innovations for at least five years, (2) work 
across multiple subsistence communities, and (3) 
will allow us to collect data from the communities 
they are working in. We also asked key informants 

Table 1. Literature Review

Focal Actor Goal of Social Innovation (SI) Key Insights Open Questions Sample Articles

Social enterprise Overcoming institutional voids 
that create market exclusion

Social enterprises are 
heroic actors who can 
work/alter institu-
tional voids to create 
market inclusion

What is the role of local 
communities in the social 
innovation process? Are 
they just passive recipi-
ents? Are there instances 
of failures and how do 
they arise?

Mair and Marti 
(2009), Mair  
et al. (2016)

BOP firm/
intermediary

Driving positive social change 
through the market

Firms can play the role 
of intermediaries to 
improve the outcomes 
of market actors in 
BoP communities

Who defines what positive 
social change is? Can 
local communities reject 
the definitions of social 
change?

Stephan et al. 
(2016), Sutter et 
al. (2017)

Local community Improving quality of life within 
community

Local communities 
as heroic agents of 
change in improving 
their own lives

What is the role of external 
actors in aiding social 
innovation?

Gau, Ramirez, 
Barua, and 
Gonzalez 
(2014), Peredo 
and Chrisman 
(2006)

How do institutionally 
embedded communities 
become aware of prob-
lems? How do resource-
constrained communities 
gather resources for social 
innovation?

Systemic power 
asymmetries in 
society

To move the entire system to-
ward a more egalitarian state 
by reducing power disparities

Ideas of powerful 
actors, including 
social enterprises and 
academics, need to 
be viewed critically 
to detect exploitative 
tendencies or unin-
tended consequences

What are the productive av-
enues and models for fos-
tering social innovation?

Khan et al. 
(2007), (2010)

Formal institu-
tional voids

Create laws and institutions to 
foster social innovation

Institutions such as 
property rights can 
unleash the produc-
tive capabilities of 
communities and 
enhance well-being

What is the role of various 
actors within prevailing 
institutional voids in fos-
tering social innovation?

De Soto (2000)

Dyadic focus on 
community 
and social 
enterprise

Institutional change for imple-
menting SI

Implementing social innovation requires institutional 
changes that are co-created by local communities and 
social enterprises. The co-creation efforts can also fail 
under certain circumstances

This research
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to select social enterprises working across diverse 
sectors. Key informants knew the local landscape 
and were able to provide access to field sites, field 
workers, and community members. Key informants 
had been working in the communities for many 
years and, therefore, possessed much goodwill in 
the community. This goodwill was a crucial factor 
that helped us gain access to community members 
and field workers. Approaching other informants 
through key informants assisted in establishing 
trust, enabling more transparent accounts of  both 
successes and failures.

We reviewed and approved the sample selected by 
key informants before starting field work. Thirty-
three individuals, spread across these 19 organizations, 
were interviewed. Websites and other publications 
generated by these social enterprises were also gath-
ered when available. The selected enterprises were 
successful in implementing social innovation in local 
communities. However, these social enterprises ex-
perienced differing degrees of success across various 
projects and communities they operated in, allowing 
us to understand how some strategies helped these 
enterprises in implementing social innovations in 
subsistence contexts. Field observations and interac-
tions were conducted with beneficiary communities 
of eight of these organizations, enabling bottom-up 
insight. Open-ended interviews were conducted and, 
given the focus on process, informants were asked to 
reconstruct their field experiences in a chronological 
order. Formal interviews lasted anywhere between 
30  minutes and 60  minutes. Informants were com-
pensated for their time in cash when culturally ap-
propriate in the local context. Interviews were mostly 
conducted in the local language unless the informants 
spoke fluent English. Translators were used wherever 
necessary and were instructed to translate verbatim 
without adding their own interpretations. The inter-
views were then transcribed to create textual data. 
Transcribers were instructed not to add their interpre-
tations during the transcription process. The quotes 
are verbatim to preserve the “voices from the field” 
to the extent possible. Detailed field notes were main-
tained, including researcher’s observations, feelings, 
methodological notes, and theoretical notes (Taylor 
and Bogdan, 1984). Participants for interviews were 
members of the social enterprise who worked at the 
field level. This theoretical sampling strategy was ad-
opted because the focus of the research was to under-
stand field-level issues.

Given the focus of  research on institutions, ob-
servational data from the context and dyadic data 
covering both organizational and community per-
spectives were collected. We used a multipronged ap-
proach to obtaining background information across 
multiple research sites (DeBerry-Spence and Elliot, 
2012). For example, in one community we used 
community maps drawn by a community member to 
obtain an understanding of  the perceived local en-
vironment. The map in Figure 1 allowed us to iden-
tify key local institutions (church) that also shape 
the process of  social innovation (women’s rights). In 
other contexts, we spoke to key informants in order 
to gather more contextual information. Secondary 
sources of  data, such as history text books and re-
ports by NGOs, were also gathered to supplement 
contextual knowledge. We also read news articles 
from major newspapers on social innovation in sub-
sistence contexts to interpret our findings within 
the backdrop of  the macrodiscourse on the subject 
(Steinfield, Coleman, Tuncay Zayer, Ourahmoune, 
and Hein, 2019). Table 2 furnishes details regarding 
sample characteristics.

Three features of the data are noteworthy. The first 
feature is that of privileging the voices of community 
members in informing theory development. Most re-
searchers studying social innovation in subsistence 
marketplaces take the perspective of the social enter-
prise, and consequently, emphasize the organization’s 
construction of reality. In this research, we explicitly 
allow informants from subsistence contexts to inform 
the theoretical models by collecting data from them 
through interviews and observations. Most prior 
studies have focused exclusively on accounts provided 
by organizational actors, who have an incentive to 
provide a heroic narrative of their social innovation 
efforts. Second, we rely on multiple sources of data 
(participant observations, village maps, secondary 
data, and interviews) in arriving at interpretations. 
This enables ecologically valid representations of in-
formants’ reality that allow appropriate interpretation 
of their interview quotes. Third, we sample from di-
verse geographies, contexts, and business domains in 
evolving the theoretical model. For example, we cover 
diverse contexts such as urban low-income commu-
nities, agrarian villages, and tribal communities. We 
cover diverse national contexts and diverse domains of 
business, such as education, health care, and finance.

We employed contextualized explanation as a 
methodological theory to guide theory development 
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(Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, and Paavilainen-
Mäntymäki, 2011). Contextualized explanation 
follows a critical realist ontology and allows for 
the development of theory, while preserving con-
text (Tsang, 2013). Theory development began with 
analyzing the data and coding for analytic themes 
that emerged. This process of analyzing data and 

identifying themes was iterative. Although data were 
accorded primacy in the theory development efforts, 
we treated prior awareness of extant literature as if  
it were another informant (Goulding, 1998). Care 
was taken to ensure that the analytic themes that 
were evolved reflected the nuances of the data (Pratt, 
2000). Both authors analyzed the data independently 

Figure 1. Maasai Community Map

Table 2. Sample Description

S.No Organization Geography Domain No. of Interviews

1 A TN, India Primary education 1
2 B TN, India Rural handicraft 1
3 C TN & Bhopal Environmental activism 1
4 D* TN, India Livelihoods 4
5 E* TN, India Marketplace literacy 2
6 F* TN, India Community development 1
7 G TN, India Health 2
8 H TN, India Community development 1
9 I* Arusha, TZ Environment 2
10 J Arusha, TZ Wildlife conservation 1
11 K* Arusha, TZ Livelihoods 1
12 L Arusha, TZ Tribal community development 3
13 M Arusha, TZ Community organization 1
14 N Argentina Health 1
15 O* Argentina Community development 3
16 P* Argentina Community development 2
17 Q Argentina Microfinance 3
18 R* Argentina Rural development 2
19 S Argentina Environment conservation 1

*Context observations or interaction with beneficiaries.
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and discussed individual cases to arrive at common in-
terpretations. Divergences in interpretations were re-
solved through discussion during weekly meetings in 
the analysis phase. The most common divergence in-
volved determining if  a piece of data should be given 
a new code or mapped to existing codes. The analy-
sis is focused on process tracing that helps preserving 
contextual richness during the process of theorizing 
(Tsang, 2013).

Findings

In this section, we first delineate the broad contours 
of the process model for the implementation of so-
cial innovation that emerged from the data analysis, 
and subsequently, discuss each subcomponent of 
the model in greater depth. In doing so, the emer-
gent findings are linked to both the theoretical and 
empirical literature on the implementation of social 
innovation in subsistence markets. A majority of the 
constructs outlined are process constructs that shape 
the overall process of facilitated institutional work 
in implementing social innovations. These constitu-
ent factors play out within the local contexts and the 
contextual factors have a bearing on the outcomes 
of these subprocesses. Thus, the proposed model is 
process-centric, capturing the sequence of transfor-
mations involved in the process of facilitated institu-
tional work in implementing social innovations. This 
epistemic orientation must be distinguished from a 

“state-centric” approach that explains under what cir-
cumstances a certain empirical “state” is likely to be 
attained. Further, the process model conceptualizes 
the stages traversed by social enterprises when they 
enter subsistence contexts.

The institutional entrepreneurship literature has fo-
cused on generating grand accounts of how certain 
institutional actors successfully usher in new institu-
tional orders (Lawrence et al., 2011). The institutional 
work view on the other hand helps us uncover the 
messy and protracted activities on the part of institu-
tional actors that could even result in failures (Hwang 
and Colyvas, 2011). This balanced view of focusing 
both on the successes and failures was necessary to 
unpack the richness in our data. Furthermore, our 
findings capture the institutional work involved even 
in maintaining aspects of prevailing institutional 
arrangements.

Model Summary

The model that we inducted from our data has 
four distinct stages that are pictorially depicted in 
Figure 2. Figure 3 depicts the data processing that 
yielded insights for the study. The first stage involves 
an  external social enterprise gaining legitimacy 
within local communities in subsistence market-
places. This is crucial because outside entities, such 
as social enterprises, need to be accepted within 
local communities before they can play a role in the 

Figure 2. Facilitated Institutional Work for Implementing Social Innovation in Subsistence Marketplaces [Color figure can be viewed 
at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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social processes of  institutional change for the im-
plementation of  social innovation (Maguire, Hardy, 
and Lawrence, 2004). Subsequently, being embed-
ded in two different institutional environments (for-
mal economy and local subsistence contexts), social 
enterprises perceive institutional contradictions that 
provoke them to bring certain institutional practices 
(e.g., child marriage) into contestation. They do so 
by initiating a process of  institutional disruption 
through education and dialogue that create the mo-
tivation for bringing about institutional change for 
the implementation of  social innovation. When the 
motivation for engendering institutional change is 
fostered, communities with the aid of  social enter-
prises, engage in a political process of  re-envisioning 
institutions. This process involves determining what 
aspects of  the local institutions must be changed 
and what aspects must to be preserved. In this pro-
cess, social enterprises make communities aware 
of  alternative institutional structures and practices 
(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). Once the direction 

and pace of  change are determined, local commu-
nities need to mobilize and apply material or so-
cial resources in order to effectuate the changes. As 
boundary spanners, social enterprises play a central 
role in providing access to important resource bases, 
which subsistence communities otherwise might not 
have access to. Through all stages of  the process, 
social enterprises address relational elements, in-
volving building and sustaining relational networks 
with diverse members, and cognitive elements, in-
volving the disruption of  old cognitive frames and 
the emergence of  new cognitive frames. We sequen-
tially elaborate upon each stage in the process of  fa-
cilitated institutional work for implementing social 
innovation.

Legitimating

We found that social enterprises enter subsistence com-
munities with the purpose of enhancing well-being 
within local communities through social innovations 

Figure 3. Data Processing, Categorization, and Themes [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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(Stephan et al., 2016). However, our informants noted 
that collaborating with local communities to imple-
ment social innovation requires social legitimacy 
(Lister, 2003). Legitimating is defined as the process 
through which a collection of actors act purposively 
to socially construct the  legitimacy of an organiza-
tion in an institutional environment (Suchman, 1995; 
Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack, 2017). An employee 
of an education enterprise describes how his organiza-
tion gained legitimacy through association with local 
leaders while entering a village. Legitimate, high-sta-
tus actors within communities act as gatekeepers for 
an organization to enter and operate within local 
environments.

I have to meet the village leader and I have [to] tell 
them in detail about my motto and about how long I 
am going to stay there. Village comprises of 400 to 
500 people. I cannot go and come out of the village 
easily. A leader can easily lead to those 400 peo-
ple. —Organization #5, Marketplace literacy, India

Organizations frequently enter local contexts by 
associating themselves with high-status gatekeepers 
such as elected representatives, traditional leaders, 
or government representatives. This allows them 
to gain initial legitimacy through association with 
other legitimate actors in the local ecosystem. This 
is akin to findings in the entrepreneurship literature 
describing how entrepreneurs lacking in reputation 
in a particular industry are able to acquire legiti-
macy through association with strategic partners 
(Starr and MacMillan, 1990). As high-status actors, 
the gatekeepers are in a better position to convince 
the community regarding the benefits of allow-
ing the social enterprise to enter and work in the 
community.

Gatekeepers provide social enterprises a conduit 
into the community. However, in the process of ac-
quiring legitimacy, it is important to establish one’s 
identity more broadly within the community post 
entry. Informants spoke at length about how they 
organized community meetings wherein they would 
discuss who they are, what their background is, and 
what their goals are. Establishing identity is import-
ant to help community members cognitively catego-
rize the role of the new entrant in the context, and 
then hold the new entrant accountable for their ac-
tions. Communities see the organization as legitimate 
as long as the identity and actions of the organization 

are harmonious with each other. This is termed cogni-
tive legitimacy, which captures the comprehensibility 
of organizational action within the host environment 
(Suchman, 1995). A field worker at a community de-
velopment organization from India elaborates. He de-
scribes the organization of public meetings in which 
the organization’s history and objectives are clearly 
articulated to community members in order to garner 
their support.

First it will be an introductory meeting to tell them 
[community members] who are we; where are we 
coming from; What is our social service; what are 
we going to talk today; Which organization we be-
long to; Where it is; How it started; In how many 
villages we are working in; Like that if we share all 
the information then only they will trust us and come 
along with us. —Organization #6, Community de-
velopment, India

While entering communities, organizations have to 
be sensitive to the sociopolitical realities in the local 
context in order to refrain from causing unintended 
disruptions or flouting norms that are perceived as sac-
rosanct within local contexts. Organizations need to be-
come aware of local norms and act in a manner that is 
judged as being in conformance to these norms. This is 
particularly difficult because these norms are tacit and 
require ongoing interactions with local actors to under-
stand. An informant from an education enterprise spoke 
about how community members evaluate whether the 
organization will act in conformance with the norms of 
the caste system within the village, an issue discussed in 
the literature (Vikas, Varman, and Belk, 2015). An or-
ganization that overtly rejects or disrupts these norms 
will lack normative legitimacy and consequently will be 
rejected by community members. The following quote 
from an employee of a vocational training social enter-
prise in India bears testimony to this assertion.

[People in village will think] “If I belong to a cer-
tain community and caste and if a training centre 
has come [to my village], it should not affect my 
caste, community and my [political] party.”  [If 
these conditions are met] then I am accepted.  —
Organization #5, Marketplace literacy, India

Every community views certain practices and norms 
as sacrosanct. New actors coming into the local environ-
ment are constantly evaluated on whether they represent 
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a threat to the foundational norms that are central to 
the community’s self-identity and social cohesion.

Strong institutional boundaries insulate a soci-
ety from changes in the broader social environment 
and act as institutionally driven self-isolation (Rao, 
Monin, and Durand, 2005). For example, the Maasai 
tribe have resisted the monetary economy and mod-
ern education for centuries (Coast, 2001). Under such 
circumstances, outside actors must enter and embed 
themselves within local contexts in order to partici-
pate as legitimate actors in implementing social inno-
vations. The legitimization of external entities reduces 
the forces of isolation of local communities. This, in 
turn, allows the diffusion of practices across institu-
tional boundaries, thus enabling social innovations 
(Rao et al., 2005). Embedding is also important be-
cause it makes the social enterprise implementing the 
innovation accountable to the local communities. Tsai 
(2007) provides examples of how even nonelected 
government actors in China become accountable to 
community members by being socially embedded 
within those communities. The local social norms and 
regulatory mechanisms begin to have a bearing on 
the organization once it becomes a part of the local 
environment.

Tensions and Ruptures in the Process of 
Legitimation

As outsiders in a community with strong social 
norms, the issue of  trust deficit is a constant threat 
that social enterprises have to negotiate. Informants 
reiterated the difficulty of  gaining trust in local 
communities. One salient source of  trust deficit 
resides in the community’s historical experiences 
and could manifest itself  in many ways based on 
contextual factors. Many subsistence communities 
have historical experiences of  being exploited by 
outsiders (Khan et al., 2010). This could be rooted 
in diverse experiences such as colonial rule or ex-
ploitation of  a  community’s natural resources by 
commercial firms. For example, one informant from 
India who works for a women’s empowerment orga-
nization spoke about how the men in the community 
were concerned that the organization was gathering 
the women in the community to hand over to “the 
English people” [white foreigners]. In a context like 
India, there are also concerns regarding forced reli-
gious conversion.

When we call them [women] as a gathering and 
talk there have been lots of protest against that 
saying that you are gathering all women and going 
to hand over to the English people [they say] “you 
are being bribed by those foreigners and you are 
now doing this; you should not go for this gath-
ering.”  —Organization #6, Community develop-
ment, India

So initially we struggled, when we tried to enter 
their community they did not accept, and we did 
not know about them and how they will behave. 
So we used to approach the community or village 
head and explain to them. So they openly told us 
they did not need our interference, when we took 
photos in that area they got doubts that we were 
trying to convert them religiously, so we then 
spent a lot of time talking to the elders of the vil-
lage. —Organization #4, Livelihoods, India

In the face of such mistrust, not all social enterprises 
were able to acquire legitimacy within all local commu-
nities. Many of our informants suggested that acquir-
ing legitimacy becomes increasingly difficult if there 
are irreconcilable differences in priorities between the 
community and the social enterprise. Our informants 
encountered local communities as proactive gatekeep-
ers who could allow or prevent the entry of social enter-
prises into their community. Subsistence communities 
were not experienced by social enterprises as passive 
social units that are awaiting aid from external organi-
zations, such as social enterprises.

Disrupting

After social enterprises implementing social innova-
tions legitimate themselves in local communities, they 
begin to foster dialogue around aspects of local in-
stitutions that they find problematic based on their 
own set of beliefs. We term this process disrupting, 
which involves the undermining of certain institu-
tional practices with the goal of deinstitutionalizing 
them (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006; Sarma and Sun, 
2017). The following quote illustrates how an organi-
zation had to initiate dialogue on the issue of girls’ 
education in Maasai villages. This was an important 
issue to organize a dialogue on because girls were 
getting married off  at a very young age in the com-
munity, after which they had to manage household 
duties. This reality prevented young girls from having 
access to formal education. The central goal of cre-
ating a dialogue around this issue was to make local 
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community members envision alternatives and debate 
realities that could potentially enhance their collective 
well-being.

[A]fter calling the meeting we tell them we are 
here, we are so and so, we are a registered organiza-
tion, we support [girls’] education and so we have 
come to your community, we want to support you, 
support education, this is important, if you send a 
girl to school, she will be employed, she’ll get a lot 
of money and will support the community…. We 
have to persuade them from their view, some will 
really agree and some will not. —Organization #12, 
Tribal community development, Tanzania

The literature on community action research af-
firms the importance of such dialogue (Ozanne and 
Anderson, 2010). Institutions are resilient in nature 
and, therefore, have a tendency of enduring even though 
their practical utility has worn off (Scott, 1995). After 
social enterprises gain legitimacy and embed themselves 
locally, they attempt to play a catalytic role in effecting 
change by initiating dialogue within the community on 
important issues (stage 2 in Figure 2). Coming from 
the formal economy, social enterprises have exposure 
to norms, values, and beliefs that are distinct from that 
of local communities they are operating in. Outsiders, 
by virtue of being partially dis-embedded from local 
institutions, can often identify problematic patterns of 
behaviors or practices within local environments. These 
problematic aspects are difficult for embedded actors to 
discern because of the taken-for-granted nature of in-
stitutionally derived practices. For example, Sen (1999) 
notes that oppressed lower caste members in Indian so-
ciety are often socialized into accepting their lower sta-
tus position in society as the “natural” order.

Institutional theory views organizations as enac-
tors of the social rules codified in the institutions they 
are embedded in (Handelman and Arnold, 1999). 
Therefore, the social innovation problems that social 
enterprises choose to create discussions around are 
influenced by the norms, values, and beliefs of the 
context in which they originated. The focus on girls’ 
education described above was an act on the part of 
the social enterprise originating in the formal econ-
omy to reconcile disparities in values and norms 
across institutional boundaries.

The informant quoted below illustrates that, in im-
plementing social innovations, social enterprises pay 
careful attention to even microlevel decisions, such as 

the choice of physical location for conducting meet-
ings, in order to not alienate certain social groups.

We will ask people in which location if we conduct a 
program will you attend it? Whether in a school, or in 
a temple or under a tree or in a common place on the 
road side? We always conduct in such a place where 
people get together; we won’t conduct these programs 
in any house or something like that; people will have 
problem among themselves and thus I will not come 
if you conduct a program in his place and he will 
not come if you conduct a program in my place. — 
Organization #6, Community development, India

Our data reveal that, in initiating dialogue, it is im-
portant to be aware of all the factions in the commu-
nity and attempt to integrate them all into the dialogue 
(Mair et al., 2016). In stratified communities, it is easy 
to alienate groups with less power from the process. 
Institutions affect all stakeholder groups that operate 
within its field. Therefore, integrating various groups is 
important in order to account for everyone’s interests. 
Messages that resonate only with certain subgroups 
lack the broad-based support required to bring about 
institutional change (Maguire et al., 2004). Such actions 
are referred to as boundary work in the institutional 
work literature (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010). An ef-
fective institutional environment is one that maximizes 
the gains from cooperative solutions and minimizes the 
risk of defection (North, 1991). Therefore, integrating 
various social factions becomes very important during 
the process of institutional change.

The following quote from an educational organi-
zation illustrates how provision of new knowledge 
regarding child nutrition is crucial to help mothers 
discern problems in their child’s health and take nec-
essary measures to address the problem.

If we say health-wise the child is malnourished, they 
[mothers] say my child eats well and goes to school 
and plays well what else is required. They do not 
understand that the child is malnourished—does not 
have enough weight and there are other problems due 
to that, these are not known to them at all. They say 
their child is healthy. Only when we show the weight 
and height chart they understand.  —Organization 
#1, Primary education and health, India

Social enterprises often bring in new knowledge 
to aid in the process of dialogue around social issues. 
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This is an important function because integration of 
new knowledge is often necessary to reach a new state 
of understanding within local institutional contexts. 
Education provides the knowledge of the “why” al-
lowing individuals and communities to envision alter-
native realities and empower themselves in the process 
(Viswanathan, Sridharan, Gau, and Ritchie, 2009). 
Education and counseling have been a central compo-
nent of many development projects in domains, such as 
health, education, and financial management.

Discourse and education are, indeed, essential pro-
cesses in undermining taken-for-granted assumptions 
and beliefs that operate at the cognitive level. The 
process of education increases the perceived costs of 
conformity to old practices and reduces the perceived 
costs of change (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). For 
example, external actors, such as activists and NGOs, 
have played an important role in deinstitutionaliz-
ing the use of DDT in the United States. This was 
achieved by challenging the practice of DDT use by 
disseminating scientific knowledge, and fostering pub-
lic discourse to delegitimize DDT use (Maguire and 
Hardy, 2009).

Practices that diminish well-being can continue to 
linger within institutions because institutionally de-
rived cognitive schemas, which capture the taken-for-
granted assumptions within institutions, normalize 
the status quo, and limit diagnostic capabilities of 
individuals and communities (Seo and Creed, 2002). 
Consequently, problematic social arrangements and 
practices from the past can continue to extend into 
the future. External organizations that are not com-
pletely socialized within local environments can help 
challenge prevailing practices and foster a gradual 
reshaping of consciousness regarding the same (Seo 
and Creed, 2002). This process entails bringing into 
awareness the existence of institutional contradic-
tions that involve demonstrating to the community 
the conflict between prevailing institutional practices 
and institutional goals of advancing personal and 
social well-being. The awareness of such a contradic-
tion precipitates a sense of institutional crisis wherein 
there is emerging consciousness regarding problem-
atic practices or social arrangements.

Tensions and Ruptures in the Process of 
Institutional Disruption

Many informants noted that critical and self-evident 
needs in local communities did not always resonate 

with local understandings. This difference in percep-
tion regarding what factors are critical for enhancing 
well-being in the community arises from the fact that 
social enterprises originate from institutional con-
texts external to the context of their operation. For 
instance, one of our informants working on a drink-
ing water provision project in tribal communities of 
Tanzania mentioned to us that there was visible need 
in the community for a water project that enhanced ac-
cess to drinking water by obviating the need to travel 
long distances to fetch water from public water bodies. 
He felt that the community would be readily willing 
to alter their traditional practices of accessing water 
in the face of a more efficient system. However, the 
community did not perceive water as the most critical 
area of need and declined to participate in the project. 
Instead, they requested for a local school over which 
they could have direct control.

Previous water projects was more interesting be-
cause we targeted a place which was much dry. 
Everybody can see, not a secret, it was dry and this 
community needs water no need to do a study. We 
went to the community and started negotiating, to 
have them participate  … it was quite nice money 
from private donor lot of things could have been 
done. But the community told us that they were not 
interested in water, instead they wanted us to build 
a school. —Organization #9, Environment conser-
vation, Tanzania

Such divergence in a  community’s understandings 
and a  social enterprise’s understanding are bound to 
arise because local communities are embedded within a 
specific course of local history that shape the emergence 
of what is considered to be an important need. In the 
case of the community in question above, traditionally, 
education was passed on from elders to children through 
an apprenticeship model. However, the community felt 
they were losing control over the education of their 
children because the government made formal school 
education mandatory. Building a local school would 
allow the community to have more autonomy over their 
children’s education, as tradition demands. Negotiating 
such specific historical antecedents within local com-
munities play a major role in determining the success 
of a  social enterprise’s efforts to disrupt institutional 
practices. In the case of the social enterprise above, they 
failed to implement the water project at the time of the 
initial proposal. However, the project was implemented 
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in the same community at a later time when its priorities 
had shifted toward water access.

The same complexity holds in the case of girls’ ed-
ucation with the Maasai community. Community 
members revealed to us that about a decade back, they 
would send their children to the bushes whenever gov-
ernment authorities came into their villages to recruit 
girls for schooling. However, since then, there have 
been some endogenous changes in the community’s 
norms that allow women to participate in the outside 
economy to make an income. Therefore, educating 
girls has now become more appealing to the commu-
nity. Thus, local communities are not static but rather 
experience internally driven change (Gusfield, 1967). 
Consequently, communities might be more or less 
open to changes in certain institutional practices that 
are championed by social enterprises at different times.

Re-envisioning

After changes in perceptions occur in the commu-
nity, a political process of  internal dialogue is initi-
ated, which attempts to resolve conflicts and evolve 
new shared understandings for implementing social 
innovations (stage 3 in Figure 2). The following 
quote from an informant in Tanzania captures the 
emphasis placed on dialogue in local subsistence 
communities and illustrates the limited utility of 
legal processes, which play a large role in the formal 
economy.

Peoples’ tradition is dialogue and [legal] documents 
are not important, it is something that is imposed 
[from the outside] … for a new NGO [reliance on] 
legal process and documents is viewed as a threat 
rather than a tool to resolve.  —Organization #9, 
Environment conservation, Tanzania

Ozanne and Anderson (2010) make similar argu-
ments regarding the enterprise of community action 
research. They maintain that the community as a whole 
is the appropriate level of analysis as problems are com-
plex and culturally embedded and require the partici-
pation of multiple stakeholders. This is a distinguishing 
feature of institutional theory where socially desirable 
goals are viewed as being determined endogenously 
within the social system through a political process 
(Scott, 1995). Other scholars have also highlighted the 
need for social as opposed to legal contracts in subsis-
tence marketplaces (Hart and London, 2005).

The following quote illustrates how exposure gained 
from institutions, such as schools and churches, 
formed a compelling force for young community 
members to eschew polygamy.

[Traditionally] your parents only will choose a wife 
for you, you cannot choose yourself. But now chil-
dren meet at school and they try to learn and they 
try to move, so now parents don’t choose … it is im-
portant and also church. They learn in the church 
that you cannot have many wives. In Maasai culture 
you can have many wives if you are rich, which de-
pends on how many cows you have… —A Maasai 
leader, Tanzania

Historically, the institution of polygamy was sup-
ported by the internal logic of a nomadic pastoralist 
way of life of the Maasai wherein the entire family tends 
to the livestock to ensure subsistence (Coast, 2001). 
However, due to forces of desertification in the local en-
vironment, the traditional way of life is not sustainable 
anymore (Coast, 2001). This is one reason for the break-
down of the internal logic of polygamy, that is, driving 
the gradual shift away from it.

Re-envisioning involves collective determination 
of the direction as well as the pace of institutional 
change. Social enterprises have a role to play in the 
re-envisioning process by bringing into discussion 
alternative lifestyles and modes of organizing affairs 
(alternative institutional logics) that deviate from tra-
ditional modes. Exposure to such alternative modes 
could create a potent desire to challenge traditional 
norms on certain dimensions where there is building 
discontent. This echoes findings from prior work that 
argues that tapping into aspirational needs, that in-
volve envisioning beyond immediate circumstances, 
are important for social enterprises to succeed in sub-
sistence marketplaces (Viswanathan and Sridharan, 
2012).

Our informants point out that, although social en-
terprises can play a facilitating role in the political di-
alogue, the eventual direction of change, energy for 
change, and pace of change have to be determined by 
the community and not outsiders. The quote below 
suggests that local community members must be the 
drivers of sustainable change.

Not to romanticize that the people have answers to 
everything. There are very many issues in which they 
don’t have answers. But ultimately the guide of the 
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change should be the people and not others [exter-
nal parties]. —Organization #7, Health, India

This finding is closely related to the concept of com-
munity entrepreneurship, which refers to organizing a 
venture with the primary goal of community develop-
ment (Johannisson and Nilsson, 1989). It involves har-
nessing community resources such as culture and social 
capital in bringing about sustainable local development 
(Peredo and Chrisman, 2006). It sees the community as 
the prime mover in implementing social innovations.

After new goals and directions for change are de-
termined, adjustments are made to institutional 
structures to accommodate change. For example, the 
following quote illustrates how institutional norms re-
lated to women’s ownership of land were adjusted in 
villages of Tanzania. The quote is from the context of 
the Maasai tribe, who have traditionally not granted 
property ownership rights to women. The informant 
is outlining how even these entrenched institutional 
practices are subject to change once communities re-
alize the need for change.

That is what we call a local dialogue, we expand it 
to involve several families and then it goes to villages 
… eroding the stereotype about the women starts to 
dilute then later majority of people come and say ok 
fine it is ok if women own land and then we have had 
lot of success related to that work and majority of 
women are now applying for land. —Organization 
#12, Tribal community development, Tanzania

Prior research on institutional change characterizes 
this task as “creating an environment to successfully 
enact the claims of a new public theory” (Thornton 
and Ocasio, 2008, p. 115). The re-envisioning stage rep-
resents the process through which a community collec-
tively chooses what aspects of its institutions to change 
and what aspects to preserve.

Institutions could be seen as a social technology 
to structure an uncertain reality and to enable ex-
change (Besley, 1995). That said, institutions need 
not always be benevolent. Over time, they could 
acquire problems and outlast their usefulness. The 
process of  political dialogue is necessary for com-
munities to constantly reflect on the prevailing in-
stitutional norms and build consensus for change. 
Once a consensus for direction of  change and pace 
of  change is determined, communities need to en-
gage in a process of  re-institutionalizing, which 

entails formalization of  new institutional beliefs 
and practices. But to support these new institutional 
structures, communities require tangible resources. 
For example, choosing to educate girls requires ac-
cess to resources to enact the change. As boundary 
spanners, social enterprises can play a major role 
in this process of  mobilizing and applying various 
types of  resources to enable the process of  institu-
tional change.

Tensions and Disruptions in the Process of Re-
envisioning

Negotiating the process of re-envisioning is very chal-
lenging and requires time, effort, and a deep commit-
ment and sensitivity to the local context. The most 
salient challenge to re-envisioning stems from the 
disharmony between what is considered sacrosanct in 
traditional practices and aspects of proposed changes 
to institutional practices. Informants spoke of the dif-
ficulty of seamlessly blending old institutional prac-
tices with new practices. The informant below reflects 
on the deleterious outcomes that can arise if  ignoring 
this factor.

When changes are made giving respect of cultural 
values then you see happy people. When you gen-
erate changes and you throw away their values and 
their identity, it creates violence. Everywhere you see 
the changes imposed that way [top-down], violent 
society emerges. —Organization #15, Community 
development, Argentina

Our informants noted the difficulty of  achieving 
this in the face of  the fact that most funding agen-
cies decide, in a top-down fashion, what social inno-
vations are good for communities. The “game” after 
that is to gain access to funds and then impose the 
predetermined changes within local communities, 
without much concern for sustainability or garner-
ing community support. Social enterprises that were 
tied strongly to external funders with a strong top-
down orientation faced immense struggles in navi-
gating the re-envisioning process in a manner that 
is inclusive of  the local community. The following 
quote provides an example of  this phenomenon.

The interventions and most of the interventions now-
adays are pre-defined by the funding agencies them-
selves. So funding agencies would have the agenda 
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and the NGO would pick up the same agenda … 
till the time freebies are flowing people … are ready 
to sing the same song that we want them to sing. 
But once the initiatives are gone, once funding stops 
and the project is over, then everything collapses. —
Organization #2, Rural handicraft, India

Resourcing

The organizations we sampled acknowledge that ex-
ternal entities, such as social enterprises, could play 
a crucial role in facilitating the process of change 
for social innovation that is self-determined by local 
communities. Local communities lack  some critical 
resources that would be crucial in negotiating the 
change in the intended direction. Resourcing is the 
process through which material, social, and cognitive 
resources are made available to local communities to 
effect and sustain institutional change.

An employee from a rural handicraft social enter-
prise described to us the challenges local artisans face 
when they decide to start selling their products in the 
formal marketplace. The traditional technologies used 
by the artisans were geared toward meeting the needs 
of the local village market. However, shifting focus 
to external marketplaces required changes in the un-
derlying production technologies in order to meet the 
volume and quality requirements.

We will work with artisans in Tamil Nadu, where 
we provide them support in getting them orders 
[market access], helping them in terms of technol-
ogy [technology access]. —Organization 2, Rural 
handicraft, India

As social intermediaries (Kistruck, Beamish, 
Qureshi, and Sutter, 2013), the social enterprise sup-
ported the artisans by providing them access to appro-
priate technologies and external marketplaces. In the 
following quote, one of the informants explains how 
they had to negotiate with government authorities to 
construct public toilets in an urban low-income neigh-
borhood in South India to support the institutional 
changes related to sanitation practices.

There were no toilets at all, they were dependant 
on the public toilets or the open area, then we went 
and spoke to the people at metro water [govern-
ment agency], … we negotiated and they said if 

we gave them the assurance that as middle men 
we would not cheat them, they would let us do 
it, we accepted and gave the assurance and then 
finishing all the formality we built the toilets. —
Organization #4, Livelihoods development, India

Social enterprises could also act as conduits for local 
communities to reach out to external networks, such as 
government agencies or marketplaces (Kistruck et al., 
2013). As local communities move to marketplaces out-
side the community, the efficacy of informal institutions 
decreases as dense social networks and the intimate un-
derstanding of other people’s life circumstances cannot 
be relied upon with the same effect (North, 1991). As a 
result, social enterprises can play an important role in 
connecting communities to stakeholders outside.

Capacity-building products and services must be 
distinguished from consumption products or services. 
Capacity-building products and services are crucial 
in empowering communities and fueling the process 
of change. Capacity-building services could be in 
such forms as educational programs and marketplace 
or financial literacy (Viswanathan et al., 2009; Yunus, 
2007). Subsistence marketplaces often lack the requi-
site capacity-building services such as health care, ed-
ucation, vocational training, and marketplace literacy. 
These services build self-efficacy and enable agentic 
action on the part of individuals within communi-
ties. The following quote illustrates the importance 
of training the teachers who work at the community 
level.

…  a training for these teachers, so that they will 
know they are not alone and it is conducted for all 
the teachers together in that block [region], they get 
to meet other people and they can share and com-
pare, the problems faced by them and how others 
faced and solved similar problems. —Organization 
#1, Primary education and health, India

Institutional change must be accompanied by cogni-
tive work (education and training) to maintain stability 
(Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). New knowledge might 
be required in order to maintain a newly realized insti-
tutional arrangement so as to prevent decay over time. 
For example, researchers have found a growing need 
for marketplace literacy education among communities 
that have recently begun engaging in the formal mon-
etary marketplace (Godinho, Venugopal, Singh, and 
Russell, 2017).
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The resourcing phase involves mobilizing material, 
social, and informational resources to change and 
sustain the new institutional structures for imple-
menting social innovations (stage 4 in Figure 2). This 
process has also been referred to as “advocacy” in the 
organizational literature (Lawrence and Suddaby, 
2006). As compared to resource-constrained subsis-
tence communities, social enterprises have enhanced 
ability to “provide technical resources, investment, 
and global learning, native capability” (Hart and 
London, 2005, p. 30). This capability of social enter-
prises plays a crucial role in the process of bringing 
about institutional change. The importance of this re-
source has been observed across different empirical 
contexts. For example, in HIV treatment advocacy 
in Canada, the ability to bridge diverse networks of 
stakeholders and resources has been argued to be 
important for bringing about institutional change 
(Maguire et al., 2004).

Tensions and Ruptures in the Process of Resourcing

Key tensions in the resourcing stage arise from the 
need to build stable processes that allow for sustained 
access to resources for altering and maintaining new 
practices in local communities. Many of the infor-
mants noted that there are social enterprises that give 
in to the pressures of showing quick results to external 
stakeholders. They overspend money in local contexts 
to buy conformity from community members instead 
of engaging in the effortful process of institutional 
work to build a partnership for change locally. The 
quote below elaborates on this issue.

You see, if I give you money it is easy for me to 
do what I want. They [community members] just 
accept and the project would go so smoothly, I 
have my outputs, my reports would be superb, but 
if I don’t give money  [to community members] 
I would take lot of time to make you do what I 
want. —Organization #2, Rural handicraft, India

Buying the conformity of  local community mem-
bers is especially salient in cases where public fund-
ing is used to fuel the activities of  social enterprises. 
Many social enterprises operate  in this manner ei-
ther via a public–private partnership model or a 
publicly funded social enterprise model. Informants 
spoke about how certain organizations treat com-
munity members not as stakeholders in the process 

of  change but rather as organizational resources. 
Conformity of  community members is bought and 
used as a leverage to go after the funding market. 
The problem that this leads to is that there is no 
shared vision and partnership that is driving the 
community’s change process internally. The change 
that occurs in such cases is temporary and unsus-
tainable. When the external sources of  funding dry 
up, the circumstances in the community return to 
status quo. These comments from our informants 
resonated with the macro-discourse on development 
and social innovation that we reviewed during our 
data analyses phase.

Discussion

Theoretical Implications

Institutions are based on shared social realities, which 
are, in turn, constructed through human interactions 
(Scott, 1987). Institutions provide us with the shared 
mental models to structure and organize the uncer-
tain environment we inhabit (North, 1993). If  institu-
tions govern the cognitions and behaviors of entities 
embedded within them, then how can communities 
change the very institutions that guide their thinking 
and behaviors? This is a central challenge for institu-
tional theory, which is also referred to as the puzzle 
of embedded agency (Scott, 1995). Prior research has 
noted how embedded agency could be triggered by ex-
ogenous shocks such as technological changes, social 
movements, or laws (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010), 
or endogenous changes driven by either low-sta-
tus or high-status actors within institutions (Reay, 
Golden-Biddle, and Germann, 2006; Scaraboto and 
Fischer, 2013). In this research, however, we study a 
process of implementing social innovation wherein 
organizations crossing disparate institutional bound-
aries (Ramachandran et al., 2012) catalyze embedded 
agency.

The social enterprises in question are organizations 
that originate in the formal economy and operate in 
subsistence contexts with the intention of implement-
ing social innovations (Kistruck and Beamish, 2010). 
We show that social enterprises that cross institutional 
boundaries and operate in new institutional environ-
ments within local communities can act as catalysts 
enabling local communities to bring about institu-
tional change—a process we label facilitated institu-
tional work for implementing social innovation. The 
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institutional work perspective that is offered involves 
a protracted and effortful discursive process featuring 
multiple actors who collectively create, maintain, and 
transform aspects of the institutional environment 
(Suddaby, 2010). These transformations include both 
relational and cognitive elements.

Implementing social innovation in subsistence con-
texts often necessitates institutional change that re-
quires an ecosystem focus (Sarma and Sun, 2017). For 
example, promoting girls’ education necessitates not 
just provisioning of affordable education services, but 
also altering traditional institutional structures that 
support and reward the behavior of taking girls out of 
school (e.g., the institution of child marriage among 
Maasai tribe). By conceptualizing social enterprises as 
catalysts in the process of institutional change driven 
by local communities, we theorize about the unique 
role of social enterprises, complementing insights 
from extant research (Khavul and Bruton, 2013; Mair 
and Marti, 2009).

Our article also makes three significant concep-
tual contributions to the literature on social innova-
tion. First, we demonstrate that implementing social 
innovation requires institutional change in addition 
to strategic actions on the part of social innovators. 
Prior research has emphasized strategic consider-
ations and neglected considerations of institutional 
change required to implement social innovation 
(Purtik and Arenas, 2017). Our article underscores 
the importance of institutional work carried out by 
social enterprises. Second, prior research has fo-
cused on the creation of formal institutions in local 
communities to support social innovation. For ex-
ample, formal institution such as property rights, 
formalization of microenterprises, and labor laws 
are argued to fill institutional voids and create the 
environment to support social innovation (De Soto, 
2000; Khan et al., 2007). We complement this stream 
of research by focusing on a bottom-up process of 
implementing social innovation. The bottom-up 
process we depict is locally situated and entails so-
cial enterprises working with local communities to 
determine what aspects of local institutions must be 
altered and what aspects must be preserved. Finally, 
we depict a social innovation model that demon-
strates how social enterprises are held accountable 
by local communities. This contrasts with prior re-
search that has tended to depict local communities 
as passive contexts within which social enterprises 
enact heroic actions.

Practical Implications

Implementing social innovation entails moving a sys-
tem from a less just equilibrium to a more just equilib-
rium through direct action (Martin and Osberg, 2015). 
In this section, we outline several practitioner implica-
tions for implementing social innovation that opera-
tionalize the goal of attaining a more just equilibrium 
in local communities. A central practical implication of 
our research is the need to devote detailed attention to 
the implementation of social innovation. Specifically, 
attention should be focused at the institutional level in 
addition to the product or solution level. This is nec-
essary because institutions provide the shared mental 
models to make sense of reality. The mental models 
are taken-for-granted in nature and owe their genesis 
to convergence of lived experiences in a community 
(Denzau and North, 1994; Scott, 1995). These mental 
models are then culturally derived through “intergen-
erational transfer of knowledge, values, and norms” 
that vary across contexts (North, 1993). Therefore, 
as our opening quote illustrates, what seems like a 
self-evident need to outsiders from formal institu-
tional contexts might not be perceived at all by those 
within subsistence contexts. Indeed, unfamiliarity of 
social innovators from the outside to contexts filled 
with uncertainty (Viswanathan, Sreekumar, and Gau, 
2018), highlights the need to consider implementa-
tion at a granular level. In implementing social inno-
vations, product development efforts must take into 
account not only individual-level needs, but also local 
institutional constraints. The value of the product 
is not embedded within it but rather depends on the 
value that can be derived from the product within 
the context of use (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). There 
could be institutional barriers preventing consumers 
from deriving value from the product. This insight is 
consistent with prior literature on product develop-
ment for subsistence marketplaces (Viswanathan and 
Sridharan, 2012).

Institutions are diverse and path dependent. 
Consequently, seeking a perfect, replicable end-solu-
tion is unviable in subsistence marketplaces. With 
regard to scaling, our model suggests that what is rep-
licable is the process of facilitated institutional work 
for implementing social innovation that social enter-
prises engage in. This process could lead to evolutions 
of outcomes that are diverse across contexts but have 
historical continuities with the local institutional con-
texts. The model also illustrates why it is important 
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for external organizations to engage at the commu-
nity level. Subsistence marketplaces operate within 
local institutions that guide marketplace exchange. 
Consequently, seeking change at the individual level 
requires change in the institutional framework. This is 
consistent with why most development organizations 
as well as social enterprises operate at the community 
level.

At a broad level, practitioner discourse on im-
plementing social innovation is characterized by 
a philosophical discord between the “romantics” 
and the “paternalists.” The romantic notion mani-
fests through works such as The Moral Economy of 
the Peasant (Scott, 1977) and Assault on Paradise 
(Kottak, 1992). These works tend to character-
ize nonindustrial subsistence contexts as benign 
and moral institutional contexts that need to be 
protected from the homogenizing influence of the 
modern formal economy. On the contrary, the pa-
ternalistic view manifests itself through works of 
certain global development agencies that have pre-
scribed policy measures, such as marketization, 
with scant regard to local institutional realities 
(Venugopal and Viswanathan, 2017). Our research 
highlights the need to eschew ideological polarities 
and ground theorizing in the realities of how social 
enterprises constructively engage with communi-
ties (Shultz, 2007), co-creating institutional change 
to support consumption of well-being-enhancing 
products (Sridharan, Barrington, and Saunders, 
2017).

Limitations and Future Research

Our article is focused on the implementation of social 
innovation in subsistence marketplaces. These market-
places are characterized by formal institutional voids 
(Mair and Marti, 2009). Consequently, marketplaces 
exchange in these contexts are guided by informal in-
stitutions such as social norms, values, and beliefs that 
are locally evolved within communities (Viswanathan 
et al., 2012). The model that we propose in this arti-
cle pays attention to how social enterprises enter and 
navigate informal institutional environments in sub-
sistence contexts for the implementation of social in-
novation. Although we believe many of our findings 
hold relevance for implementing social innovation in 
the formal economy of developed countries, caution 
must be exercised in extending our findings owing 
to the fact that our data set did not capture social 

innovation in the formal economy of developed coun-
tries. Particularly in developed country contexts, the 
interplay between formal and informal institutions 
will shape the process of implementing social innova-
tion. This is a productive line of inquiry that future 
research should explore further.

We aimed to uncover microlevel processes of im-
plementing social innovation in subsistence contexts. 
Therefore, we have focused on commonalities in the 
processes that social enterprises engage in across dif-
ferent cultural and geographical contexts. Our article 
opens up new avenues for future research that examine 
how macrocultural, political, and geographical forces 
condition the processes that social enterprises employ 
to implement social innovation. As an example, mac-
roforces such as ethnic conflicts or geographical forces 
such as desertification could condition the mecha-
nisms that social enterprises employ to implement so-
cial innovation.

Conclusion

Marketing academics have long held that firms must 
act as social innovators by constructively engaging 
with, and addressing society’s most pressing social 
problems (Hill and Martin, 2014; Shultz, 2007; 
Voola and Voola, 2018). Some approaches have 
emphasized exogenously driven innovations led by 
firms and policymakers (London and Hart, 2004). 
Others have emphasized endogenously driven so-
cial innovations led by individuals and communi-
ties living in poverty (Gau et al., 2014). Our article 
addresses a unique approach to the implementation 
of  social innovation that entails an engagement be-
tween social enterprise and local subsistence com-
munities in co-creating the institutional conditions 
for social innovations. Specifically, our research ad-
vances the notion of  facilitated institutional work 
for implementing social innovation, capturing the 
process of  institutional change that ensues when an 
external social enterprise enters local communities. 
The conceptualization of  facilitated institutional 
change does not represent a process of  linear change 
from the traditional to the modern. Our intention is 
not to present local subsistence marketplaces as tra-
ditional, which are then “modernized” by social en-
terprises through the social innovation process. Nor 
do we accord a normative “higher ground” to local 
institutions or formal institutions. The proposed 
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theory is descriptive in nature and does not treat a 
particular social order to be more favorable than the 
other. Local subsistence communities are in a pro-
cess of  continuous endogenous change even without 
the engagement of  external agents (Mazzucato and 
Niemeijer, 2002). As external agents, such as social 
enterprises, engage in this context, they enable the 
process of  facilitated institutional work for imple-
menting social innovation, which involves mutual 
influence and dialogue. The new cultural values and 
structures do not entirely replace the extant values 
and structures but rather coexist alongside. This is 
consistent with the traditional view of  social change 
as a process in which the old and the new co-exist 
“without conflict and even with mutual adaptation” 
(Gusfield, 1967, p. 354).
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Appendix: More Illustrative Quotes 

Theme Illustrative Quotes

Legitimating through 
association

It may help to have someone influential who is trusted in that area to take you in, so by association I 
have become a good guy, and I gain a foothold.

At first some drunkards opposed us asking who we were and why we were speaking with their chil-
dren. So we meet the village elders and tell them about the foundation and ask them if  there are such 
children who need help and whether we can meet them, if  he allows then we take him or other village 
heads with us if  available and proceed.

Establishing identity The chairman of the village is the elected man of the village; he would first get impressed [with our vi-
sion] and then we would call for a meeting and explain why we wanted to do this [pursue vision].

We have mingled with people since we have been there in the same village for a long time now. We know 
almost everybody in the village. If  people from somewhere else come and say something—like if  you 
come and advise them they will not listen to you. Since we are there in the same village for a long time 
now, if  they come and say they will have faith in us and do something for that. [They will feel] if  we 
did not get cured we can go and ask them [social enterprise].

It takes a lot of time. When we have grown up in a city, and we go to a village, the language there is dif-
ferent, their culture is different, I won’t say from different planets but definitely different civilizations 
almost.

Integrating stakeholders to 
initiate dialogue

When we talk to students they say their parents expect them to work, then we ask them to let us meet 
with their parents and convince them, and when we speak to the parents we try to convince them that 
education is more important—if they send their children to work at this age then they will feel bad 
later on, we say they should make their children finish at least tenth.

During the tsunami rehabilitation, we went there they had a fisherman’s association office and they 
offered that space for us and we started, but the community in the next settlement did not partici-
pate because there was a rivalry—their children were not allowed to enter this area—that is why we 
realized why there was always a police surveillance—there was need to avoid clash at any time—then 
we spoke to the people there and asked them why they should prevent the youth from enjoying the 
opportunities given to them when the fight was between the elders.

From that angle we look for various means of communicating with the people, we do some cycling or 
boating and use some “gana” songs [folk songs] for telling about this [local death toll from environ-
mental issues].

We conducted many training like this even among the male members of the village and advise them not 
to drink; when you drink the family get spoiled; there would be violence in the family; that should not 
happen; so we protested like that; we closed down all the liquor shops; we set on fire on all the liquor 
bottles; after doing all this activities only the cordial relationship started; they started realizing that 
we are fighting for the people only; then even male members started co-operating with us; when we 
conducted meeting they did not bother.

Educating and counselling When we approach students directly and speak, if  we are even a little harsh the students tend to take 
offence whereas when we go through the headman the students will take it seriously and they will 
behave well with us and they will have the fear that if  they did not study well the complaint will reach 
the president.

Because you have one of the good ideas and political support, they would not take up the project im-
mediately. They also need some counselling. It is not that people don’t want to get out of poverty, but 
they could have got used to the situation so they need to see how bad their situation is.

Fostering political dialogue 
for self-determination of 
ends

We hold public meetings in a new village, we see there is a problem and conduct public meetings, at the 
public meeting people will come and talk about the problems, challenges they face then we decide 
how far we can interfere in the problem, I forgot to tell you, it is a part of our principle is all the 
interactions we want the beneficiary to have visibility so we want to be invisible, want people to talk 
to leaders so the meetings, we also provide training, we also help them to put their problems in techni-
cal language as if  they talk without problem presentation they cannot understand in this level, if  they 
have analytical knowledge then there are positive interaction that will go on. So that level we meet, 
talk together and compose the action of plans.

Few will say first improve our health condition; few will say that unless we improve our economic status 
we cannot improve on anything else; like this there will be debate; whether health first or economic 
status first?

One of the things that is remarkable about justice is to enable all communities to speak for themselves. 
There is an understanding that you do not go and start saying things on behalf  of them. So what you 
do is you build capacity and allow them to speak for themselves. Build capacity doesn’t mean that 
you are telling them what to speak. You are creating the space. The space will come through media 
literacy, positioning your information in such a way that it is available for consumption.

Will leave this problem to the people for them to give us solution so that we will get their co-operation 
& involvement also; it is not a program which is purely run by us; people’s co-operation; we need to 
unite them; then people will all get together.
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Theme Illustrative Quotes

Emergence of new 
structures

For example, if  the students of this communities, when you ask them “do you wash hands,” they say 
yes. But actually practically, that is not reality. Most of them don’t wash hands. We have started 
providing these forms to the school clubs. So that forms are at least helping us, so if  you see a person 
who is not washing hands then you put their name and then you put the date, so now the children are 
scared so now they are trying to practice these things as necessity.

Material and social resource 
linking

Now we have arranged loans from bank for this village to build toilet. The children who have stopped 
their education after 8th grade, will be taken care of by our trust by giving them books, uniform and 
hostel facility. Those who have failed in 10th grade will be given special coaching to get through in the 
next exam.

They said [government officials] if  there are 60 children then only we will build day-care-center there 
[village]. When we took a survey there were 45 children. So we fought with them [government of-
ficials] saying that even 45 is a minimum number you need to provide one here then they started this 
day-care-center here.

Capacity-building services The idea with which it was started was to assist pollution impacted communities to monitor their own 
environment. Taking actions based on the reports with the ultimate aim of reducing or eliminating 
the pollution. It is also a means of building democracy from the bottom up where people who ought 
to have been consulted in the fate of their environment but who haven’t been, a few of the tools that 
can help them assert them, those tools are in the form of science, media and legal advice and organi-
zation to some extent.
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