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The Usefulness of Networks: 
A Study of Social Innovation 
in India
Lina Sonne

Introduction

India has seen a recent and rapid emergence of social enterprise as a 
potential alternative development channel. Social enterprises, defined 
in this chapter as organisations that combine a focus on financial sus-
tainability with an explicit commitment to social impact through their 
products and/or employment and sourcing strategies, offer new and 
innovative ways of providing goods, services and livelihood opportuni-
ties for the poor. In other words, social enterprise is a hybrid – operat-
ing with the social impact objectives of an NGO and the market-driven 
financial aims of a for-profit firm. Social enterprise, therefore, involves 
the reconfiguring of social relations between the private sector market 
and civil society (Allen et al., 2012; Koh et al., 2012).

Innovation is central in social enterprises in emerging markets because 
many are creating new products and services, as well as accessing and, at 
times, creating new markets and value chains (Koh et al., 2014; Rajan, 
2013). However, to innovate and grow their social enterprises, entrepre-
neurs need to interact with other actors, including fellow entrepreneurs, 
suppliers, wholesalers, investors and incubators. They do so to access 
new information and knowledge, new sources of finance, new business 
connections along the value chain and new markets and customers. 

Social enterprises in and around India’s major cities (including 
Mumbai, Bangalore and Delhi) can increasingly rely on a range of sup-
port organisations to help them grow and flourish, including investors, 
incubators and networking platforms, as highlighted in a number of 
recent reports (Saltuk et al., 2011; Allen et al., 2012). However, accessing 
such financial and non-financial support can be difficult, especially out-
side of the large cities, as there are few formal mechanisms to connect 
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with support or, even, information about the support that is actually 
available (Sonne, 2014). 

Who the entrepreneur knows, therefore, becomes important for his 
or her ability to find suitable support to develop and grow a social 
enterprise. Networks, in other words, are central. In a country such as 
India, with multiple hierarchies, vast geographies and a large number 
of communities and religions, who you know and where you belong 
has historically been important. Today, while not as important as it has 
been, much of the activity in the economy still relies on trust, espe-
cially in the informal sector (Harris, 2002). Networks, and social ties, 
therefore, are particularly important not only to access new knowledge 
and financial and non-financial support but also because of the social 
capital that can be built. 

This chapter1 sets out to look at two interrelated areas: the role of 
networks for individual (social) entrepreneurs and the impact of these 
individual networks on social innovation at the system level. It does so 
by providing case studies of three social entrepreneurs and their organi-
sations: Amit of Rose Computer Academy, Naveen of SMV Wheels and 
Vijaya of Under the Mango Tree. The case studies detail the kind of 
stakeholders on whom the three social entrepreneurs rely within their 
networks, as well as how those networks have evolved over time. 

Social entrepreneurs and innovation

Social enterprises have attracted particular attention over the last dec-
ade or so (EU, 2013; OECD, 2011; Koh et al., 2012; 2014). As agile, often 
self-sustaining non-state actors, they are particularly important as driv-
ers of social innovation in the early stages when it often remains weakly 
institutionalised (OECD, 2011). 

Social entrepreneurship and innovation are intricately intertwined 
since successful social entrepreneurs are continuously innovating when 
starting, growing and scaling their enterprises. Given the nascent stage 
of the social enterprise sector and the difficulty in balancing social 
needs with commercial requirements, many of the challenges social 
entrepreneurs face are innovation challenges (Sonne, 2014). These 
include the creation of a new product or service, building demand for a 
new product or service, reaching the market or accessing inputs. 

Innovation – here defined as the continuous process of upgrading 
using new knowledge or a new combination of existing knowledge – 
can be seen to emerge from actors whose interactions, behaviour and 
patterns of learning are conditioned by institutions (Freeman, 1987; 
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Lundvall, 1992; Edquist, 1997). The institutions that facilitate the flow 
of information between various actors are, as a consequence, particu-
larly important for the innovation ecosystem.

The importance of networks

Actors within the social enterprise ecosystem – the individuals or 
groups of individuals (or organisations) who are able to influence 
outcomes and cause change – are in many ways the repositories of 
knowledge and skills for social innovation in a fast-changing environ-
ment where there is limited codified information. Because knowledge 
is spread across actors, interaction is required for the different knowl-
edge types to mix. It follows that collaborative knowledge accumula-
tion and learning processes are essential bases for (socially) innovative 
activity (Arora, 2009). In other words, the performance of a social 
innovation process is a function of the structure of its knowledge-
sharing network. Most information flows through informal channels, 
including word of mouth and an actor’s social network (Cowan and 
Kamath, 2013).

An effective network structure – characterised as wide (a range of 
different sources of knowledge types, including geographical, sectoral 
and professional) and open (ensuring access to knowledge both within 
the network and outside it) – helps knowledge and information flow 
between different actors (Sonne, 2011; Castilla et al., 2001). The size, 
positioning2 and relationship structures of a network matter in its effi-
ciency to generate new knowledge and support innovation.

The relationship between network characteristics and innovation 
outcomes is often complex. Dense network ties, for example, are likely 
to result in trust among actors since they sanction against opportun-
ism (Coleman, 1988). Such trust is important because actors are likely 
to cooperate with those whom they trust and with whom they share 
stronger ties (Dakhli and Clerq, 2004). 

Dense ties have their limits, however: social embeddedness helps 
build trust, but after a point it constrains actors in a network because 
the expected reciprocal behaviour may stop actors from seeking new 
knowledge, information and collaboration outside their network 
(Cowan and Kamath, 2012). Since dense networks can hinder innova-
tion, Burt (1992) argued that, for innovation, the spaces between sepa-
rate unconnected networks – ‘structural holes’ – are particularly useful 
since they allow actors to connect different knowledge networks. While 
strong ties build trust and coherence, weak ties are likely to provide the 
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most opportunities for new knowledge to emerge (Cowan and Jonard, 
2004). An ideal ecosystem would have both. 

Furthermore, networks provide actors with social capital or ‘the ability 
of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks 
or other social structures’ (Cowan and Kamath, 2012). The quality of an 
actor’s contacts and his or her network as a whole indirectly affects his 
or her standing and, in turn, the ability to access resources. 

For social entrepreneurs, networks are important in order to access 
new business opportunities and contacts, finance, suppliers, markets 
and customers, technology, knowledge and credibility (Partanen et al., 
2011; Semrau and Wernes, 2013). Credibility, through social capital, 
is especially important in the early stages of a venture to attract good 
senior management, employees and government support, for instance 
(Partanen et al., 2011).

Entrepreneurs may rely on a number of different sources of connec-
tions. Gebreyeeus and Mohnen (2013) found that, in the Ethiopian 
footwear cluster, small entrepreneurs relied mostly on family and busi-
ness contacts, such as suppliers and fellow entrepreneurs, for new infor-
mation and knowledge. However, they also found that family, while 
trusted, was not primarily used for innovative activities. Rather, business 
and knowledge interactions occurred with the same contacts, so business 
networks doubled up as knowledge networks.

According to Gebreyeeus and Mohnen (2013), the most common 
reasons for entrepreneurs to collaborate were to exchange information 
and experiences. Ebbers (2013) noted that entrepreneurs emphasis-
ing networking were more likely to know of business or collaboration 
opportunities. Strong ties such as friends and family and former busi-
ness associates are especially important in the early stages of a social 
enterprise, because they are low-cost and critical resources (Ebbers, 
2013; Partanen et al., 2011). Family ties also help to test the business in 
the early stages (Greve and Salaff, 2003). Further, according to Allinson 
et al. (2011), most networks are geographically close, especially for 
smaller and newer enterprises. Larger social enterprises may have a 
more international network. 

When networks do not emerge spontaneously, agents acting as catalysts 
can facilitate their emergence (Ceglie and Dini, 1999). A study on social 
enterprise in the United Kingdom noted that network brokers, regional 
catalysts and entrepreneurship support organisations (Kimmel and Hull, 
2012) helped galvanise networks within the sector. In the Indian social 
enterprise ecosystem, there are several such agents and recent years 
have seen the emergence of network platforms (Unconvention, Sankalp 
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Forum, Artha Platform), facilitators (Dasra, Idobro) and incubators 
(Villgro, UnLtd India). However, a separate study on entrepreneurs and 
incubators noted that, on the whole, incubators, while expected to act 
as facilitators or brokers, often did not do so and, even when they did 
link entrepreneurs to external partners, the success rate was very small 
(Ebbers, 2013). In fact, Allinson et al. (2011) noted that the social entre-
preneurs found interaction with fellow social entrepreneurs to be more 
helpful than that with incubators.

Research methodology

In order to explore the role of networks for social entrepreneurs in 
India, primary and secondary data were collected and analysed. To 
study networks, an ego-centred method for data collection and analysis 
was employed (Greve and Salaff, 2003; Knoke and Kuklinski, 1982). This 
method looks at an individual’s network of actors rather than the total 
system-level network. Respondents provided information on actors 
in their networks and on the nature of those relations. Ego-centred 
network methods are appropriate when data on the whole population 
is not available or only a small sample of the population is available 
(Greve and Salaff, 2003; Knoke and Kuklinski, 1982). 

Interviews and visits to three social enterprises were undertaken to:

• Learn about each social entrepreneur’s individual network in detail 
(such as the strong and the weak ties) and the roles that different 
actors play during the innovation process and the process of starting 
and growing a social enterprise;

• Learn how their networks evolved over time and how the use of net-
works had changed over time; and

• Understand the role of social enterprise support organisations.

The unit of analysis used was the social enterprise itself, and to select 
the three case studies, purposeful sampling was used. By using multiple 
cases, it is possible to study patterns, similarities and differences across 
cases while reducing the chance of coincidental occurrences (Eisenhardt, 
1991; Yin, 2003). The criteria to select the three case studies were based 
on finding social entrepreneurs from a range of backgrounds (which 
means a different set of personal networks when starting out as social 
entrepreneurs), operating in different sectors and working in rural, 
peri-urban and urban areas across India. Since the aim was to under-
stand the trajectory of relatively experienced social entrepreneurs from 



The Usefulness of Networks 217

different backgrounds, this study focussed on entrepreneurs that had 
each received incubation support from UnLtd India. 

Interviews were semi-structured and followed ‘a conversation with a 
purpose’ (Burgess, 1991) approach, which allowed interviewees to vary 
the detail of their answers and the order of the questions. The analysis 
followed a grounded and iterative process (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). 
Each case is now considered in turn.

SMV Wheels

SMV Wheels, started by Naveen Krishna in Varanasi in 2010, offers 
rickshaw pullers the opportunity to become members of the SMV 
Wheels Cooperative and to apply for a loan to buy a cycle rick-
shaw. There are four different types of rickshaws: regular rickshaw 
(Rs 15,500; £155), rickshaw with double seating (Rs 15,500; £155), 
trolley (Rs 11,500; £112) and push cart (Rs 9,000; £90). Following 
the loan application and due diligence, SMV provides the rickshaw 
upfront and it is subsequently paid off in fifty-two instalments over 
one year, at Rs 200–300 (£2–£3) per week. The weekly payments are 
registered against the rickshaw puller’s ID, providing him with a 
proven credit and payment record that can be used to access other 
loans or government schemes later. At the time of writing, there were 
1,300 rickshaw pullers in the cooperative.

Naveen spent several years working for a government agency, set-
ting up local rickshaw organisations through a government-funded 
programme and relied on this experience when setting up SMV Wheels: 

I knew everything about this business, I had learnt about this 
business – I spent four to five years working with different models, so 
SMV Wheels was the outcome of all the interactions I had.

Table 10.1 Case study selection

Enterprise Sector Rural/Urban Entrepreneur’s background

SMV Wheels Cycle 
Rickshaw

Urban: 
Varanasi

Ran rickshaw organisation

Under the 
Mango Tree

Honey/
farming

Rural to 
Urban

Formerly World Bank

Rose Computer 
Academy

Education Village/
peri-urban

Graduate/local IT teacher

Source: Author’s compilation.
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For example, a common issue with the government programme was 
that once project grant funding ended, the rickshaw organisation had 
to close. Naveen, therefore, chose to set up SMV Wheels as a for-profit 
entity. While Naveen had the knowledge and experience to set up an 
organisation supporting rickshaw pullers, he believed that the social 
enterprise idea came not from him but from rickshaw pullers: five rick-
shaw pullers he met when moving back to Varanasi co-funded his first 
rickshaw purchase so that he could start SMV Wheels. 

Naveen’s network

Naveen made a distinction between local networks that he needed to 
run his business day-to-day – including insurance and hospital partners, 
local government and customers – and the pan-Indian network that he 
used to attract funding and to learn how to grow and scale the enterprise. 

Naveen relied on his social network a lot, especially when he started 
SMV Wheels. The most important person in this respect was a friend of 
his who was also his chartered accountant (CA) and one of his original 
investors. The CA helped register the company and took care of the 
legal formalities, turning it into a private limited company. 

Naveen applied to business plan competitions through which he 
received initial funding as well as exposure and key contacts. The first 
competition he won was Village Capital with First Light Ventures. He 
then caught the attention of the founders of the KL Felicitas Foundation 
and First Light Ventures. This early interest led to a syndicate of five 
investors coming on board in 2012. 

Naveen went on to participate in Dasra’s accelerator programme 
through which he formed a good network of fellow social entrepre-
neurs. In addition, UnLtd India helped with capacity building, and a 
friend and mentor from UnLtd India was a central figure when it came 
to business strategy and advice. SMV Wheels also used networking plat-
forms TiE Delhi and Action for India. 

To gather information about the most useful rickshaw technol-
ogy, Naveen and his team tapped into two sources: first, the rickshaw 
pullers themselves; and second, volunteer designers through a Dutch 
exchange programme and a collaboration with an Indian university, IIT-
Guwahati. The SMV Rickshaw was a collaboration between the America-
India Foundation and students at IIT-Guwahati. 

Once Naveen knew which rickshaws and carts he wanted to offer to the 
rickshaw pullers, he set about searching for the best local manufacturers:

We did market research for that, and we identified three market 
vendors in the beginning who were giving us good quality and 
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good price and then we started working with them. Finally we 
ended up working with only two vendors because of the qual-
ity. … And that is how we arrived at the price and quality of the 
rickshaws.

To ensure their supply of rickshaws and materials was of a high stand-
ard, SMV Wheels closely interacted with suppliers and assemblers, even 
training manufacturers in how best to carry out their work, using engi-
neering experts within their network. 

Local stakeholders such as insurance companies and hospitals were 
important parts of the business network, as were local authorities. 
Naveen first approached the Municipal Corporation ‘because you need 
the legal licenses first if you want to drive a rickshaw’.

Simultaneously, Naveen established partnerships with local hospitals 
and the insurance companies that reimburse hospital bills. SMV Wheels 
worked with a couple of other social enterprises to provide health-
related services: 

We have collaborated with Dove Foundation which works with HIV/
AIDS. They train our rickshaw pullers twice a month in HIV and 
other health and hygiene issues. We have also tied up with SEWA 
Mob in Lucknow to give them regular health insurance.

Banks were another local partner:

We send the rickshaw pullers’ credit history to the banks and other 
microfinance organisations in Varanasi and recommend them for the 
different social government schemes. 

Most of SMV Wheels’ members who have become owners have got no-
frills saving accounts in nationalised banks. Additionally, SMV Wheels 
introduced rickshaw pullers to government schemes, including hous-
ing, livelihood training and schooling for family members.

The customer network that SMV Wheels built up was used in sev-
eral ways: to gather management information on rickshaw pullers; to 
mobilise new customers; as part of the due diligence process that the 
team carried out prior to giving a loan; and for monitoring post-loan to 
reduce the risk of default: 

We don’t go with the [loan application] to the family. We first go 
to the local tea stall and the paan stall and we come to learn about 
them [the applicant], then we talk to the neighbours and then finally 
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we talk to the women members [of the family], tell them that this 
is the scheme your partner or husband is going to enter into. Just so 
that if the rickshaw pullers start drinking too much or gambling too 
much they can call us. The women help us in that, they say ‘see, he 
is gambling too much’.

Under the Mango Tree

Under the Mango Tree (UTMT), started by Vijaya Pastala in 2007, links 
beekeeping farmers with markets for honey in cities through local 
partner organisations in rural areas and builds connections with super-
markets and high-end retailers in urban areas. UTMT operates a hybrid 
for-profit and NGO model, with a for-profit business purchasing and 
marketing honey as one arm, and an NGO training and supporting 
farmers to take up beekeeping as the other arm.

UTMT started as a proprietorship3 in 2007, had its first sale in 2008, 
became a not-for-profit society in 2009 and registered as a private lim-
ited company in 2010. It is headquartered in Mumbai and operates 
across Western and Northern India. UTMT won the Village Capital busi-
ness plan competition in 2009, became an incubatee with UnLtd India 
in 2009, received incubation support and funding from Villgro in 2012 
and, at the time of writing, had recently been awarded the World Bank’s 
Development Marketplace award.

Vijaya grew up and studied in Mumbai before moving to the United 
States for undergraduate and postgraduate studies. When she returned 
to India, she took on roles specialising in creating sustainable liveli-
hoods for international foundations such as the Aga Khan Foundation, 
the KfW Bankengruppe and the World Bank. She based the business 
model of UTMT on this experience in working with livelihoods. 

Vijaya’s network

At UTMT, the wide range of networks and their central importance 
was striking, as Vijaya was a very active networker. The networks 
could be broadly and loosely divided between networks for access 
to marketing and retail based on Vijaya’s social network, networks 
based on contacts from the social enterprise ecosystem for funding 
and scaling the enterprise, and value chain networks mostly drawn 
from a decade’s worth of professional experience. Vijaya and UTMT 
spoke regularly to their contacts and continuously reenergised their 
most important networks.
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In the early days while starting up, Vijaya relied heavily on her existing 
social network: 

The first network I called on would have been friends … two people 
who were critical in my thinking were two friends I went to school 
with and then they followed me to Mount Holyoke College, US, and 
today they are on the board of the Society. One is a lawyer and one 
is a business woman.

Vijaya began contacting people who were doing similar work and she 
was, in turn, also contacted online by people interested in her work: 

One of the people I reach out to a lot is a guy who Googled me in 
2010 because he was interested in beekeeping and thought it would 
be a great thing to do in India. He reached out to us and since 2010 
he has been one of our patrons.

For fundraising Vijaya actively used her Board: 

There are a number of people on my board that are there for a reason. 
So I go to my board quite a lot now because they are people who 
have known me, who’ve seen the business, who understand.

The social enterprise ecosystem also connected her to mentors: 

When I got access to UnLtd India, I got access to a number of poten-
tial mentors and I reached out to all of them. 

Vijaya found that as UTMT grew, private sector organisations came on 
board to provide support through their CSR programmes: 

Eidelweiss was one of our funders and now they provide us a lot 
of input – free staff time, employee engagements and so on. So my 
entire HR manual and job descriptions were developed by them. If 
we are struggling with HR we know we can talk to Eidelweiss because 
their HR team is available to us.

In rural areas, Vijaya primarily worked with local partners with whom 
she had already collaborated or who had helped her set up in her 
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previous professional roles. The choice to work with large partners in 
rural areas was deliberate: 

We were very clear – we want to impact policy and for that objective 
it was important to work with partners that were well established. So 
we work with BIAF, BASIX, ATC, the Aga Khan Rural Support Program, 
Development Support Centre, the Taj Group of Hotels and so on.

While her local rural business partners were people that Vijaya had 
worked with in previous roles, her retail partners in urban centres in India 
were sourced from her wide Mumbai social network. When she wanted to 
make links with a premier retailer, she contacted a member of the owner 
family with whom she had gone to school. She received business advice 
early on from the founder of a retail brand whom she knew from school. 
She gained access to a large supermarket chain through one of her board 
members who knew the CEO. She was clear on using her social network: 
‘It is South Bombay, Cathedral School,4 that network. It is very much 
there and I milk it. I went to MIT and I go to all the MIT alumni events’.

Rose Computer Academy

Amit Kataria’s Rose Computer Academy in Haryana provides short com-
puter courses, such as basic computing, accounting and graphic design, 
for villagers with little formal education. It was set up in a village out-
side the National Capital Region in 2006, with a little funding from a 
cousin and a friend, and became operational in 2007. In the first year 
the school had 119 students and, by 2013, a total of 5,000 students had 
completed a course there. There was at this stage a head office and three 
branches within a 12km radius. The organisation started out as a sole 
proprietorship, registered as a partnership firm in 2008 and as a private 
limited company in 2012. In 2013, Rose Computer Academy received 
funding from UnLtd India as an incubatee.

While in his final year at Delhi University, Amit returned to his village 
to teach basic computing with Literacy India in the mornings. Within 
a year he had started an entrepreneurship course with Dhriiti, an NGO 
that supports the formation of micro enterprises. While at Dhriiti, Amit 
created a plan to start a computer-training organisation. 

Amit’s network

Amit used his networks for general queries and did not divide it 
between access to finance or access to non-financial support, such 
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as business advice and new information. Instead he distinguished 
between networks that he used to answer business, strategy and 
finance questions, for which his links were pan-Indian, and networks 
for customers (students) and suppliers (of IT infrastructure or teachers), 
which were local.

Amit’s sister had taken computer training with Literacy India when 
the NGO first opened a branch in their village and told Amit about 
it when he returned to look for work. Literacy India, in turn, was a 
partner of Dhriiti, and Amit was convinced by his Literacy India col-
leagues to apply for its entrepreneurship course. Dhriiti was the first 
entrepreneurship organisation that helped Amit write a basic business 
plan and provide training on business skills: ‘I didn’t have any exper-
tise but with Dhriiti I learned how you can start your business, how to 
create a budget and how you can create relationships with customers’. 
A key person at Dhriiti was one of the trainers who became a mentor: 
‘she was the first person to give me confidence and told me “Amit you 
can do it”’.

His mentor at Dhriiti brought Jagriti Yatra to Amit’s attention, and he 
joined the eighteen-day train journey visiting social enterprises across 
India (on sponsorship), in 2009. This was a real turning point: 

It was a great experience for me because I had lots of restrictions from 
my parents [because of a disability making walking difficult]. It was 
the first time I went by train, by bus, by cab. And today I am at a 
point where I can go anywhere.

The Jagriti Yatra built Amit’s confidence and provided him with his first 
major network platform, connecting him to key people who have since 
been vital in providing access to social enterprise support:

In our group we had 20 Yatris and they belonged to all parts of India 
and we shared our expertise. Even now we have about 1,000 people 
networking on Jagriti’s online [alumni] group. If I need anything, 
I can now get any kind of help from any part of India – I just write 
a message.

Amit used the online forum when he went to Bangalore, asking fellow 
alumni to put him in touch with Infosys. He was connected to Infosys, 
Yahoo and Dell. 

Another person he met at the Yatra was from Intellecap, and per-
suaded him to apply for the Sankalp Forum Award.5 A second person 
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from the Yatra was vital in helping him to capitalise on the doors that 
opened through Sankalp: 

One of the biggest changes in my life came when I met [my mentor]. 
We met on the train and he has spent the last one year [working] 
with me. That is why we are here now – I have learnt lots of things 
from him.

Amit’s mentor was a chartered accountant and he helped Amit to write 
application forms, undertake initial communication with the social 
enterprise support network, and fundraise: 

From Sankalp I got connected with UnLtd India and he helped me 
present our case to them and talked to them. One of the biggest 
problems is the language barrier as my English wasn’t good, so he 
handled everything.

UnLtd India subsequently invested in Rose Computer Academy in 2012. 
Two additional organisations that became part of Amit’s network 

through Sankalp were TiE Delhi and Dasra. Dasra’s accelerator pro-
gramme provided Amit with the opportunity to write, and present, a 
more detailed business plan. The other entrepreneurs who made up 
the Dasra cohort were a source of cheerleading, information and future 
collaborations.

To find qualified teachers to work in the Academy, Amit relied on 
three sets of networks: he picked bright graduates from his courses 
who were interested in teaching; he hired local people through word-
of-mouth or advertisement; and he hired students from nearby Amity 
College. Lastly, the infrastructure upon which Rose Computer Academy 
relied – its computers – was supported locally: 

I take help from two persons: one of the guys has a hardware store so 
he looks after hardware things. The other provides sales support on 
devices ensuring efficient electricity usage.

Discussion: Networks of social enterprises

The three social enterprises relied on networks to access new knowl-
edge, information and business strategy, access business partners along 
the value chain and access markets and customers, as summarised in 
Table 10.2.
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Table 10.2 Summary of case studies’ networks

SMV Wheels UTMT Rose Computer Academy

Information, 
business 
strategy

UnLtd India supported 
in developing strategy 
and building the 
business. Alumni 
from Dasra Impact 
Programme provided 
advice. New rickshaw 
technology was 
developed with a 
Dutch CSR skills 
exchange programme 
and students at 
IIT-Guwahati.

UnLtd India gave 
Vijaya access to 
mentors. Former 
colleagues and 
friends acted as a 
sounding board. 
Her board was 
important for 
strategy. She received 
support through 
CSR initiatives 
like finance firm 
Eidelweiss.

Dhriiti taught Amit 
business strategy and 
business planning. 
UnLtd India helped with 
management. A key 
advisor wrote funding 
applications. A network 
of social entrepreneurs 
provided information 
and contacts.

Finance Naveen first received 
finance via a Village 
Capital business plan 
competition. 
A syndicate later 
invested in SMV 
Wheels.

A business plan 
competition provided 
early funding, 
followed by incubator 
Villgro in 2012 and 
in 2013, World 
Bank’s Development 
Marketplace. 

Early on friends and 
family invested. UnLtd 
India provided finance 
to stabilise operations 
and expand.

Business 
partners along 
value chain

Naveen used local 
manufacturers and 
assemblers of rickshaws 
and partnered with 
local insurance firms 
and hospitals to offer 
medical cover. 

Local partners 
supplied honey. 
These were large local 
NGOs Vijaya worked 
with or set up in her 
previous jobs.

A local foundation (NIT) 
provided certificates on 
completion of computer 
courses. A local dealer 
provided computer 
infrastructure. 

Customers Naveen built a network 
of rickshaw pullers 
through personal 
interaction. Five 
rickshaw pullers 
supported him 
financially and helped 
build the network. 
When signing new 
pullers, SMV visited 
family and friends to 
reduce risk. 

Vijaya’s customer 
network included 
large supermarket 
chains in India’s 
main cities, accessed 
through Vijaya’s 
personal network as 
well as networks of 
board members.

Rose Computer 
Academy’s students 
were all based in local 
villages. He later found 
students through word-
of-mouth, and employed 
a campaign manager 
to increase student 
numbers.

Confidence 
and day-to-day 
support

UnLtd India helped 
Naveen increase his 
business confidence, 
and the fellow 
entrepreneurs he met 
through the Dasra 
programme were also 
helpful. 

Through Dasra 
and UnLtd India, 
Vijaya met social 
entrepreneurs and 
mentors that she 
relied on for day-to-
day queries.

Dhriiti boosted Amit’s 
confidence through 
mentoring. At Jagriti 
Yatra he met people who 
later supported him.

Source: Author’s compilation.
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The case studies showed that there was often no clear distinction 
between different kinds of networks. For example, often, key people 
were the same in networks for accessing new knowledge, advice and 
finance. Vijaya from UTMT, for instance, relied heavily on her board for 
advice on fundraising, but also for more general advice related to her 
expansion plans. Naveen of SMV Wheels relied on his friend and men-
tor at UnLtd India for both fundraising and knowledge connections.

However, networks used for fundraising, business strategy and new 
information were distinct from those used for business inputs along 
the value chain and for reaching customers. The value chain and mar-
ket networks tended to be considerably more local, while the advice, 
information and finance networks were usually pan-Indian and often 
based in India’s largest cities. Rose Computer Academy, for instance, 
had a highly localised business and customer network. SMV Wheels’ 
business network of stakeholders providing value-added services, 
or government officials, was also local, based in Varanasi. However, 
UTMT’s customer and business partner networks were not as local-
ised as those of Rose Computer Academy or SMV Wheels, as UTMT 
generally relied on Vijaya’s personal network, rather than contacts 
provided by the wider social enterprise support ecosystem. Having a 
personal network of contacts appeared, therefore, to be very important 
for the way in which social entrepreneurs were able to develop their 
businesses.

A less tangible area highlighted as important by all social entrepre-
neurs in the study was personal support and confidence boosting – 
being able to talk to somebody who understands what the social entre-
preneur is going through. Here, all case study entrepreneurs emphasised 
the vital role played by networks of fellow social entrepreneurs. 

Change: The evolutionary nature of networks

While each social entrepreneur’s networks varied, all relied on social 
networks (including professional networks built in previous jobs) when 
starting up their social enterprise. This meant that the social entrepre-
neur’s background mattered a great deal when it came to how useful 
his or her existing network was (see Table 10.3). For example, Vijaya 
was able to rely extensively on her social network from school, as well 
as on her professional network from previous roles, in building both the 
urban and rural parts of her business. Amit, on the other hand, relied 
considerably on the contacts that he made during various business plan 
competitions and social enterprise programmes.
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Table 10.3 Change in networks over time

SMV Wheels UTMT Rose Computer Academy

Starting 
out

Friends were 
important, especially 
the chartered 
accountant who 
helped register the 
company and process 
all legal formalities. 

Vijaya relied heavily 
on friends from 
college and former 
colleagues. She also 
searched online and 
contacted people 
working on similar 
issues. 

Amit relied on friends and 
key people, including his 
brother who co-funded, a 
friend and a cousin who 
invested, and a trainer 
from Dhriiti, who gave 
him confidence.

Now Incubators and 
investors became 
important advisors. 
Naveen still relied 
on his personal 
network (including 
old and new 
friends and fellow 
entrepreneurs). 
SMV’s network 
revolved around 
Naveen. 

UTMT expanded 
its network around 
growth, with the 
board playing 
an important 
role. Other social 
entrepreneurs 
provided peer 
support and advice. 
Networks became 
less centred around 
Vijaya, as senior 
staff had their own 
networks.

Amit’s brother was still 
important, as was the 
friend who invested. 
Other important people 
were his advisor and 
mentor, and peers from 
Jagriti, UnLtd India and 
Dasra. Rose’s networks 
still centred around Amit.

Change Personal networks 
and friends became 
less important 
compared with 
professional contacts, 
but for local hires, 
Naveen still relied on 
personal contacts. The 
contacts and advice 
he looked for became 
increasingly specific.

Vijaya estimated 
UTMT’s network 
had changed from 
70% social network 
when starting 
out to 40% at the 
time of writing. 
As the business 
grew, she sought 
more specialised or 
nuanced advice.

Amit’s network was family 
and friend-focussed at the 
start and he was not part 
of the social enterprise 
or start-up ecosystem. 
Through forums and 
programmes he made a lot 
of contacts that were now 
important for his business. 

Source: Author’s compilation.

In terms of progress in the network, Amit from Rose Computer 
Academy initially relied almost exclusively on his local social network, 
with his friend, brother and cousin helping him to launch the enter-
prise. However, as he progressed through different social enterprise sup-
port programmes, he made contacts who then became cornerstones of 
his networks. For example, while at the Jagriti Yatra, he met somebody 
who invited him to the Sankalp Awards; at Sankalp, he met UnLtd 
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India, which subsequently invested in him and Dasra, which took him 
on as a fellow and improved his business plan. He was able to take 
advantage of these opportunities because of meeting his partner and 
mentor at the Jagriti Yatra. 

Vijaya of UTMT had a very strong professional and social network 
prior to starting her enterprise, built during her studies in the United 
States, work experience with international foundations and the World 
Bank, and growing up in South Mumbai. Taken together, these put her 
in a unique position to use her network to further her enterprise from 
the start. Naveen of SMV Wheels also used his professional background 
extensively when starting his social enterprise, since he had previously 
worked with a government agency setting up rickshaw organisations. 

All the social entrepreneurs noted that their networks had become 
more heavily based on professional sources, reducing reliance on friends 
and family. Vijaya of UTMT pointed out that this was partly because 
the more her enterprise evolved, the more she needed specialist advice. 
Naveen of SMV Wheels also emphasised that targeted, specific and con-
crete help and advice was most useful now, while when starting out, he 
had found more general advice helpful. 

Lastly, it is noteworthy that in many cases there were specific key 
people or organisations acting as triggers for the social enterprises. 
For Naveen from SMV Wheels, meeting a member of UnLtd helped 
him create a viable business model, while taking part in the business 
plan competition led to him meeting the founders of the KL Felicitas 
Foundation and First Light Ventures, who later provided access to 
finance. Meanwhile, Amit of Rose Computer Academy found an advisor 
and mentor through the Jagriti Yatra. This individual was able to help 
Amit apply for Sankalp and UnLtd India’s incubation programme, since 
Amit did not speak English well at that point. 

Individual networks and system impact

The case studies show that support organisations have a clear role to 
play in creating networks, as seen by the example above of UnLtd India, 
the accelerator programme Dasra and the social enterprise tour Jagriti 
Yatra. Once created, these networks become powerful tools in their 
own right and appear to be managed more by the social entrepreneurs 
themselves, further strengthening the network. They have an impact on 
the social enterprise ecosystem as a whole in three ways: social entrepre-
neurs support each other and provide advice; they collaborate; and they 
expand their networks further across the country. 
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The importance of the support that social entrepreneurs provide to 
each other has been documented in the literature (Allinson et al., 2011), 
and this study found that social entrepreneurs often find the advice of 
fellow entrepreneurs the most useful. For instance, Vijaya from UTMT 
noted that she spoke to fellow social entrepreneurs on a very regular 
basis because they were the only ones that understood the journey she 
was taking. 

Lastly, all three entrepreneurs found the use of social enterprise 
networks very helpful for day-to-day advice and support. Amit in par-
ticular pointed out that the large alumni network of Jagriti Yatra was a 
very good source for contacts across India. In that sense, the network 
expanded individual networks to provide a much greater reach across 
India. This is especially important for social entrepreneurs working out 
of smaller cities and towns across India, who often miss out on the 
important networking, both formal and informal, that happens in the 
major Indian cities. 

Conclusion

This chapter set out to improve the understanding of how innovative 
social enterprises use networks. In spite of coming from very different 
backgrounds, all the social entrepreneurs found that their networks 
changed substantially over time. In the beginning they generally relied 
more heavily on family and friends, while later they had more profes-
sional contacts on board, whether as mentors, investors and/or Board 
members. It was striking how important the social entrepreneurs found 
the connection to other social entrepreneurs as a source of day-to-day 
support and best practice advice. The impact of individual networks 
went beyond the individual social entrepreneurs to affect the wider 
social enterprise ecosystem by multiplying through network platforms 
and creating large networks of actors within the social enterprise eco-
system, such as the Jagriti Yatra network or the Dasra cohort network. 

The case studies highlighted that entrepreneurs starting from very 
different backgrounds can gain access to support that enables them 
to become financially sustainable social enterprises. Nevertheless, the 
case studies also showed that it can be difficult to access support for 
those not based in one of India’s major cities, where the social enter-
prise support ecosystem is concentrated. Further, there is a bias towards 
the use of English among the organisations providing financial and 
non-financial support for social entrepreneurs (such as incubators and 
impact investors). Increasingly, programmes and application forms are 
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provided in Hindi and regional languages, but the fact that English 
remains the primary language is likely to make it difficult for some 
social entrepreneurs to access support, since the vast majority of people 
in India do not speak fluent English. 

Lastly, the case study organisations showed that innovation and 
innovating social enterprises do not grow in isolation but are depend-
ent on many different connections, knowledge flows and collaborative 
efforts. All three social enterprises collaborated extensively with not-for-
profit and for-profit organisations in order to execute their activities, as 
well as during the innovation process. 

Notes

1. This chapter is based on a project and longer chapter on networks of social 
enterprises for Villgro Innovation Foundations, financed by IDRC.

2. Actors include, for example, entrepreneurs, suppliers, traders, wholesalers, 
end users, investors, incubators, banks, self-help groups, cooperatives, com-
petitors, NGOs and government.

3. A sole trader for tax and legal purposes.
4. Cathedral School is a well-known private school in Mumbai, and South 

Mumbai is a well-to-do part of the city.
5. Sankalp is an annual social enterprise award and forum organised by Intellecap.
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