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Abstract 

 
Social entrepreneurship in India has emerged as a transformative force addressing complex 

socioeconomic challenges while creating sustainable pathways for development. This systematic 

review critically synthesizes scholarly publications (2012-2024) selected through rigorous inclusion 

criteria to unveil the evolution, impact, and future trajectory of this dynamic field. The review 

identifies five key dimensions of social entrepreneurship in the Indian context: women’s economic 

empowerment through novel entrepreneurial coalitions; resource-based rural development 

initiatives preserving cultural heritage while enhancing livelihoods; technology-enabled 

interventions bridging deep-rooted digital divides; agricultural entrepreneurship revolutionizing 

nutritional security paradigms; and distinctive regional implementations, particularly focusing on 

Odisha’s pioneering approaches. Our analysis reveals a significant evolution from traditional 

welfare-oriented approaches toward systems-transforming frameworks. We propose an integrated 

conceptual framework positioning social entrepreneurship as a multidimensional catalyst for 

sustainable development, accounting for contextual factors, agency dimensions, organizational 

models, transformation processes, and scaling pathways. This review contributes to both scholarly 

discourse and practice by synthesizing disparate research streams, identifying high-priority areas for 

future investigation, and informing policy development to strengthen social entrepreneurship 
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1. Introduction 

 
Social entrepreneurship has emerged as a powerful paradigm that bridges the traditionally separate 

domains of business entrepreneurship and social development (Satar & John, 2019). In developing 

economies like India, this approach has gained significant traction as a means to address persistent 

socioeconomic challenges while creating sustainable and scalable solutions (Bulsara et al., 2015). 

The growth of social entrepreneurship in India reflects a complex interplay of factors including 

socioeconomic transitions, policy reforms, technological advancements, and evolving 

conceptualizations of development itself. 

This review paper aims to synthesize and critically analyze the existing literature on social 

entrepreneurship in India, with a particular focus on its contributions to sustainable development. 

We examined scholarly works published between 2012 and 2024, selected through systematic 

criteria focused on relevance, methodological rigor, and substantive contributions to the field. These 

works represent diverse disciplinary perspectives including management studies, development 

economics, gender studies, agricultural sciences, and technology studies. Our analysis reveals the 

theoretical foundations, methodological approaches, empirical findings, and practical implications 

that characterize this dynamic field of inquiry. 

The timeliness of this review is underscored by several developments. First, India’s commitment to 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has positioned social entrepreneurship as a 

strategic mechanism for inclusive growth. Second, the post- pandemic economic landscape has 

highlighted both vulnerabilities and opportunities in social enterprise models. Third, technological 

disruptions and digital transformation have catalyzed new forms of social entrepreneurship with 

implications for scalability and impact. 

The review is structured around five thematic domains that emerged from our analysis: women’s 

economic empowerment, rural development initiatives, technological innovation and digital 

inclusion, agricultural entrepreneurship, and regional models with particular attention to Odisha 

state. For each domain, we identify key trends, theoretical frameworks, methodological approaches, 

and research gaps. The paper concludes with an integrated conceptual framework and directions for 

future research. 
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2. Methodology 

 
2.1 Search Strategy and Selection Criteria 

 

This review adopted a systematic approach to identify, select, and analyze relevant literature on 

social entrepreneurship in India. The primary source of references was a comprehensive dataset of 

85 scholarly publications, supplemented by additional searches to ensure comprehensive coverage. 

The dataset included peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, conference proceedings, and 

reports published between 2012 and 2024. 

Selection criteria included: 

 
 Primary focus on social entrepreneurship initiatives or models in India 

 
 Explicit engagement with development outcomes or sustainable development dimensions - 

Empirical or theoretical contributions to understanding social entrepreneurship 

 Published in English in peer-reviewed outlets or established academic publishers between 

2012-2024
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2.2 Analytical Approach 

 

We employed a mixed-methods approach to analyze the selected literature. Initially, bibliometric 

analysis was conducted to identify publication patterns, collaboration networks, and citation impact. 

This was followed by thematic content analysis to identify recurring concepts, empirical findings, 

and theoretical frameworks. The thematic analysis followed an iterative process, moving from open 

coding to axial coding to selective coding, allowing for the emergence of core categories and their 

relationships. 

Data extraction focused on: 

 
 Research questions and objectives 

 Theoretical frameworks employed 

 Methodological approaches 

 Key findings and conclusions 

 Policy and practice implications 

 Explicitly identified research gaps 

The extracted data was synthesized using both narrative and analytical techniques, enabling the 

identification of convergent findings, contradictory perspectives, and conceptual innovations across 

the literature. 

3. Evolution of Social Entrepreneurship in India 

 
3.1 Historical Trajectory 

 

The concept of social entrepreneurship in India has evolved significantly from its roots in traditional 

social welfare approaches to contemporary market-oriented models (Mohapatra & Srivastava, 

2012). Early forms of social entrepreneurship in India were often embedded in cooperative 

movements, community-based organizations, and philanthropic initiatives with limited scale and 

sustainability (Patra & Nath, 2014). The liberalization of the Indian economy in the 1990s marked a 

significant transition point, creating both new challenges in terms of inequality and new 

opportunities for innovative social enterprise models. 

Several distinct phases characterize this evolution: 

 
1. Pre-2000s: Foundation Phase - Dominated by non-profit approaches, microfinance 

initiatives, and self-help group formation with emphasis on community participation 

2. 2000-2010: Transition Phase - Emergence of hybrid models combining social missions with 

business practices, influenced by global social entrepreneurship movements 
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3. 2010-2020: Growth Phase - Proliferation of diverse models, increased investment 

infrastructure, policy recognition, and integration of technology 

4. Post-2020: Maturation Phase - Emphasis on scalability, impact measurement, ecosystem 

development, and integration with sustainable development frameworks 

3.2 Conceptual Frameworks 

 

The literature reveals diverse conceptual framings of social entrepreneurship in the Indian context. 

Early works predominantly adopted definitions centered on innovative solutions to social problems 

(Bulsara et al., 2015), while later studies have embraced more complex frameworks incorporating 

dimensions of sustainability, scalability, and transformative systems change (Pathak & Mukherjee, 

2021). 

Several recurring definitional elements emerge: 

 
1. Social Value Creation - Primacy of social objectives over profit maximization 

2. Innovative Approaches - Novel combinations of resources, methods, or organizational forms 

3. Financial Sustainability - Emphasis on revenue generation and reduced dependency on 

grants 

4. Scalability - Potential for growth and replication across contexts 

5. Participatory Governance - Inclusive decision-making processes involving stakeholders 

The conceptual understanding has progressively shifted from viewing social entrepreneurship as 

primarily addressing market failures to recognizing its potential for catalyzing broader systems 

transformation, particularly in relation to sustainable development goals (Gupta et al., 2020; 

Muthukrishnan & Bhattacharyya, 2024). 

4. Key Dimensions of Social Entrepreneurship in India 

 
4.1 Women’s Economic Empowerment 

 

A substantial body of literature examines social entrepreneurship as a pathway for women’s 

economic empowerment in India. Agarwal et al. (2020) identify critical factors enabling the 

sustainable development of women-led social enterprises, emphasizing the interplay between 

individual agency, institutional support, and broader socio-cultural environments. Their qualitative 

analysis of Indian cases highlights how women social entrepreneurs navigate structural barriers 

while leveraging local knowledge and social networks. 

The literature points to several distinct models of women-centric social entrepreneurship: 
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1. Cooperative-Based Models - Collective enterprises enabling risk sharing and mutual 

support (Datta & Gailey, 2012) 

2. Self-Help Group Linkages - Microenterprise development through SHG platforms (Rajpal & 

Tamang, 2021) 

3. Individual Entrepreneurship with Collectivized Support - Independent ventures 

supported by enabling ecosystem organizations (Rosca et al., 2020) 

4. Digital Platform-Based Models - Technology-enabled entrepreneurship reducing barriers to 

market access (Chatterjee et al., 2020) 

Muthukrishnan and Bhattacharyya (2024) examine the relationship between women’s 

empowerment and sustainable growth through social enterprise performance in India. Their 

research identifies critical enablers including financial inclusion, skills development, technology 

adoption, and supportive policy frameworks. Similarly, Senapati and Ojha (2019) document the 

socio-economic empowerment effects of microentrepreneurship initiatives among women in Odisha. 

Research gaps in this domain include limited longitudinal studies tracking empowerment outcomes 

over time, insufficient attention to intersectional dimensions of identity beyond gender, and 

underdeveloped theoretical frameworks connecting micro-level empowerment to macro-level 

structural change. 

4.2 Rural Development and Livelihood Sustainability 

 

Social entrepreneurship initiatives in rural India have been extensively studied as mechanisms for 

sustainable livelihood development. Samineni (2018) positions social entrepreneurship as a tool for 

sustainable development of rural women, documenting pathways to economic empowerment. 

Pathak and Mukherjee (2021) analyze entrepreneurial ecosystems supporting social 

entrepreneurship through case studies of community-based craft initiatives in Kutch, highlighting 

the importance of local knowledge systems, cultural heritage, and market linkages. 

 
Several recurrent themes emerge in this literature: 

 
1. Resource-Based Approaches - Initiatives leveraging local natural resources as the 

foundation for enterprise development (Mohapatra & Saha, 2021) 

2. Traditional Knowledge Valorization - Enterprises that commercialize and sustain 

indigenous knowledge systems (Mahapatra, 2018) 

3. Collectivized Production Systems - Group-based enterprises enabling economies of scale 

for small producers (Panda et al., 2015) 

4. Value Chain Integration Models - Social enterprises that address multiple points in value 
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chains to maximize local value capture (Mahato & Jha, 2023) 

Mohapatra and Saha (2021) provide a detailed analysis of sustainable livelihood frameworks and 

entrepreneurial opportunities in the context of Sabai grass handicraft in Odisha, demonstrating how 

social entrepreneurship can simultaneously address economic needs while preserving cultural 

heritage and promoting environmental sustainability. Similarly, Mishra et al. (2024) examine 

women’s empowerment trajectories through MSME development in Odisha, highlighting the 

intersection between entrepreneurship policy and grassroots implementation. 

Research gaps include limited comparative analyses across different ecological zones, insufficient 

integration of climate resilience dimensions, and underdeveloped metrics for assessing the holistic 

sustainability of rural social enterprises beyond economic indicators. 

4.3 Technological Innovation and Digital Inclusion 

 

A growing body of literature examines the integration of technological innovation within social 

entrepreneurship models in India. Lavanya and Mamilla (2024) analyze approaches to closing the 

digital divide for women entrepreneurs in India, highlighting both infrastructural and capability 

barriers to digital inclusion. Gupta et al. (2020) explore how new-age technologies drive social 

innovation across multiple domains, providing a framework for understanding technology adoption 

in social enterprise contexts. 

Several distinct technology integration patterns emerge: 

 
1. Digital Platform Models - Enterprises leveraging technology to connect 

marginalized producers to markets (Chatterjee et al., 2020) 

2. FinTech for Financial Inclusion - Technology-enabled financial services for unbanked 

and underbanked populations (Kadaba et al., 2023) 

3. Digital Skills Development Ecosystems - Initiatives focused on building digital 

capabilities as a foundation for entrepreneurship (Yadav et al., 2022) 

4. Technology-Enabled Collective Action - Digital tools facilitating coordination among 

distributed producer groups (Akpuokwe et al., 2024) 

 

Kumar (2019) presents a citizen-centric model of governmental entrepreneurship that leverages 

digital platforms for the empowerment of marginalized women, highlighting the potential for public-

private-community partnerships in digital inclusion. Similarly, Chatterjee et al. (2020) examine 

technology adoption patterns among rural women entrepreneurs, identifying critical success factors 

and barriers to effective implementation. 
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Research gaps in this domain include limited investigation of technology appropriation processes in 

diverse cultural contexts, insufficient attention to potential negative impacts of digitalization, and 

underdeveloped frameworks for evaluating the sustainability of technology-dependent social 

enterprise models. 

4.4 Agricultural Entrepreneurship and Food Security 

 

A substantial subset of the literature focuses on social entrepreneurship in agricultural contexts, 

with particular attention to its role in promoting food security and nutrition. Swain et al. (2024) 

examine how millet entrepreneurship initiatives are empowering women while promoting 

sustainable agricultural practices. Padulosi et al. (2015) analyze minor millets as a central element 

for sustainably enhanced incomes, empowerment, and nutrition in rural India. 

Several dominant models emerge: 

 
1. Farmer Producer Organizations - Collectivized enterprises enabling smallholders to 

achieve scale advantages (Sangappa et al., 2023) 

2. Value-Added Processing Ventures - Enterprises focused on post-harvest 

processing to increase value capture at local levels (Vijayalakshmi et al., 2025) 

3. Nutrition-Focused Enterprises - Social businesses explicitly targeting improved 

nutritional outcomes through enterprise activity (Kumar et al., 2024) 

4. Sustainable Agriculture Innovation Platforms - Enterprises promoting and 

commercializing ecological farming practices (Sahoo & Mahapatra, 2023) 

Self-help group models focused on agricultural value addition have been documented to provide 

both economic and social impacts for women participants. Rakshitha et al. (2023) identify specific 

challenges faced by women entrepreneurs producing value-added millet products, pointing to both 

structural barriers and potential intervention points. 

Research gaps include limited integration between agricultural entrepreneurship and broader food 

systems transformation, insufficient attention to climate adaptation dimensions, and 

underdeveloped metrics for assessing nutritional impact alongside economic outcomes. 

4.5 Regional Models: Focus on Odisha 

 

A notable subset of the literature examines regional manifestations of social entrepreneurship, with 

significant attention to models emerging in Odisha state. This regional focus provides valuable 

insights into how contextual factors shape the development and impact of social enterprise 

initiatives. Mishra et al. (2024) analyze women’s empowerment trajectories in MSME development 

in Odisha, highlighting the intersection of state policy and grassroots implementation. 
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Several distinctive characteristics of Odisha-based models emerge: 

 
1. Resource-Based Enterprises - Social businesses leveraging the state’s rich natural resource 

base, particularly in non-timber forest products and handicrafts (Mohapatra & Saha, 2021) 

2. Cultural Heritage Valorization - Enterprises built around the state’s distinctive 

cultural traditions and craft knowledge (Mahapatra, 2018) 

3. Tribal Development Initiatives - Social enterprises specifically targeting adivasi 

communities and their unique development challenges 

4. Disaster Resilience  Innovations  -  Entrepreneurial responses  to  the state’s 

vulnerability to climate disasters and extreme weather events 

 
Mohapatra and Saha (2021) provide a detailed analysis of sustainable livelihood frameworks and 

entrepreneurial opportunities in the context of Sabai grass handicraft in Odisha. Similarly, Rajpal and 

Tamang (2021) evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness of micro-credit programs in transforming 

rural women entrepreneurs in Balasore district, highlighting both enabling factors and 

implementation challenges. 

Research gaps include limited comparative analysis between Odisha and other states, insufficient 

attention to policy coordination between state and national levels, and underdeveloped 

understanding of how regional cultural factors influence entrepreneurial processes and outcomes. 

5. Critical Analysis and Research Gaps 

 
5.1 Methodological Limitations 

 

Our review reveals several recurrent methodological limitations across the literature: 

 
1. Predominance of Case Studies - While rich in contextual detail, the prevalence of single-case 

or small-N case studies limits generalizability and comparative analysis 

2. Limited Longitudinal Research - Few studies track social entrepreneurship initiatives over 

extended time periods, constraining understanding of sustainability and evolutionary 

dynamics 

3. Measurement Inconsistencies - Diverse and often incompatible approaches to measuring 

social impacts hamper cross-study comparisons and meta-analyses 

4. Sampling Biases - Tendency to focus on successful initiatives with limited attention to failed 

ventures or negative outcomes 

5. Disciplinary Silos - Limited cross-fertilization between management studies, development 

economics, gender studies, and other relevant disciplines 
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Future research would benefit from mixed-methods approaches combining quantitative and 

qualitative elements, longer time horizons, standardized impact measurement frameworks, and 

more explicit interdisciplinary integration. 

5.2 Theoretical Gaps 

 

Despite the growing volume of research, several theoretical gaps persist: 

 
1. Limited Indigenous Theorization - Insufficient development of theoretical frameworks 

specifically grounded in Indian socio-economic and cultural contexts 

2. Weak Integration with Broader Development Theory - Underdeveloped connections 

between social entrepreneurship theories and major development paradigms 

3. Incomplete Scaling Frameworks - Limited theoretical understanding of how social 

enterprises successfully scale impact in diverse contextual environments 

4. Underdeveloped Systems Perspectives - Insufficient attention to how social enterprises 

interact with and potentially transform broader socio-economic systems 

5. Limited Critical Perspectives - Predominance of instrumentalist approaches with 

insufficient engagement with power dynamics, structural inequalities, and potential 

unintended consequences 

Future theoretical development would benefit from more explicit grounding in local epistemologies, 

greater integration with sustainable development frameworks, and more critical engagement with 

structural dimensions of social change. 

5.3 Empirical Gaps 

 

Several empirical domains remain underexplored: 

 
1. Urban Social Entrepreneurship - Disproportionate focus on rural contexts with limited 

attention to urban models and challenges 

2. Cross-Regional Comparative Analyses - Insufficient structured comparisons across 

different Indian states and socio-cultural regions 

3. Policy Ecosystem Effects - Limited empirical evidence on how specific policy interventions 

influence social enterprise development and impact 

4. Failure Analysis - Insufficient documentation and analysis of unsuccessful social 

entrepreneurship initiatives 

5. Intersectional Dimensions - Limited examination of how caste, religious identity, disability 

status, and other dimensions interact with social entrepreneurship processes 
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Future research would benefit from more systematic comparative approaches, greater attention to 

urban contexts, explicit policy evaluation, and more nuanced analysis of diverse identity dimensions. 

6. Integrated Conceptual Framework 

 
Based on our analysis, we propose an integrated conceptual framework for understanding social 

entrepreneurship in India as a multidimensional catalyst for sustainable development. The 

framework incorporates five interconnected dimensions: 

1. Foundation Elements - Cultural context, resource base, institutional environment, and 

historical legacies that shape entrepreneurial possibilities 

2. Agency Dimensions - Individual and collective capabilities, motivations, and actions 

that drive entrepreneurial initiatives 

3. Organizational Models - Structural arrangements, governance systems, and 

operational approaches that enable social value creation 

4. Transformation Processes - Mechanisms through which social enterprises generate 

economic, social, and environmental impacts 

5. Scaling Pathways - Routes through which successful initiatives expand their reach and 

deepen their impact 

 

 
 
 
This framework emphasizes the dynamic interplay between contextual factors, agency, 

organizational design, and impact processes, moving beyond simplistic linear models to capture the 

complex, recursive nature of social entrepreneurship development. It accommodates the diverse 

manifestations identified in our thematic analysis while providing a coherent structure for 
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comparative analysis and future research. 

7. Future Research Directions 

 
Based on the identified gaps and emerging trends, we propose several priority areas for future 

research: 

1. Longitudinal Impact Studies - Rigorously designed studies tracking social, economic, and 

environmental outcomes over extended time periods 

2. Comparative Regional Analyses - Structured comparisons across different Indian states to 

identify context-specific success factors and challenges 

3. Digital Transformation Dynamics - Investigation of how digital technologies reshape social 

entrepreneurship models, with attention to both opportunities and risks 

4. Climate Resilience Integration - Examination of how social enterprises incorporate climate 

adaptation and mitigation dimensions 

5. Systems Change Evaluation - Development and application of frameworks for assessing how 

social enterprises contribute to broader systems transformation 

6. Policy Ecosystem Optimization - Analysis of policy configurations that most effectively 

enable social enterprise development while preserving mission integrity 

7. Intersectional Approaches - Research explicitly addressing how diverse identity dimensions 

interact with entrepreneurial processes and outcomes 

These directions would advance both theoretical understanding and practical application of social 

entrepreneurship as a mechanism for sustainable development in India. 

8. Practical Implications 

Our review yields several important implications for key stakeholders in the social entrepreneurship 

ecosystem. 

 

For social entrepreneurs, this review highlights the importance of integrating multiple sustainability 

dimensions—economic, social, and environmental—from the inception of their ventures. Success requires 

culturally contextualizing enterprise models rather than uncritically adopting global templates. The 

evidence suggests that participatory approaches that meaningfully engage beneficiary communities as co-

creators significantly enhance both impact and sustainability. Additionally, digital tools offer substantial 

potential, but must be appropriately adapted to local conditions and capabilities, with particular attention to 

digital literacy and infrastructure limitations. 

 

For policymakers, the findings underscore the need for coordinated ecosystem development rather  than 
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isolated  policy interventions.  Policy effectiveness depends on differentiated approaches that 

recognize diverse regional contexts and entrepreneurial models across India's heterogeneous landscape. 

Our analysis suggests that integrating social entrepreneurship support within broader sustainable 

development frameworks creates valuable synergies and resource efficiencies. Additionally, addressing 

both supply-side (enterprise development) and demand- side (market creation) factors simultaneously 

appears critical for sustainable impact at scale. 

 

For funders and supporters, the research points to the need for patient capital aligned with realistic 

impact timeframes, particularly in rural and underdeveloped regions. Effective support strategies prioritize 

indigenous innovation rather than imposing external models, acknowledging the unique contextual factors 

that shape entrepreneurial possibilities in different Indian settings. Our findings indicate that ecosystem 

investments alongside direct enterprise funding create more sustainable outcomes. The evidence also 

highlights the critical role of capacity development, particularly in specialized domains like impact 

measurement, digital skills, and systems thinking. 

 

For researchers, this review identifies several high-priority areas for investigation. These include the 

development of context-sensitive impact measurement frameworks, longitudinal studies tracking social 

enterprises through various stages of development, comparative analyses of regional variations in social 

entrepreneurship models, and research exploring the intersection of social entrepreneurship with emerging 

technologies. Additionally, there remains significant scope for theory development grounded in India's 

unique socioeconomic and cultural contexts. 

 

9. Conclusion 

 
This systematic review synthesizes a diverse body of literature on social entrepreneurship in India 

from 2012-2024, revealing its multifaceted contributions to sustainable development. Our analysis 

highlights the significant evolution of both practice and research in this domain, from early 

conceptualizations focused primarily on addressing specific social needs to contemporary 

frameworks emphasizing transformative systems change. 

The review identifies five key dimensions of social entrepreneurship in the Indian context: women’s 

economic empowerment, rural development initiatives, technological innovation and digital 

inclusion, agricultural entrepreneurship, and regional models with attention to Odisha state. Across 

these dimensions, we observe both common patterns and distinctive manifestations reflecting 

India’s diverse socio-economic and cultural landscapes. 

While the field has advanced substantially, significant research gaps persist, particularly regarding 

longitudinal impacts, scaling dynamics, systems transformation, and theorization grounded in Indian 

contexts. We propose an integrated conceptual framework that accommodates this complexity while 
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providing structure for future research and practice. 

As India continues to navigate complex development challenges, social entrepreneurship offers 

promising pathways for inclusive, sustainable solutions. Realizing this potential will require 

coordinated efforts across multiple stakeholders, including entrepreneurs, communities, 

policymakers, researchers, and funders, guided by evidence-based understanding of what works, for 

whom, and under what conditions. 
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