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Abstract 

 Social entrepreneurship is doing business for a social cause and have long existed in history. As a 
developing nation Social entrepreneurship has a greater relevance in India. Plenty of opportunities are there in 
India for social entrepreneurs as there are so many social issues which can be solved by combining commerce 
with it. This paper ponder about the significance of social entrepreneurship in India and its challenges. It also 
list out the famous social entrepreneurs in India and their success stories. 
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Introduction 

“A little bit of good can turn into a whole lot of good when fueled by the  

Commitment of a social entrepreneur.”  

– Jeff Skoll, Founder, Skoll World Forum 

 Every society of the world has some social issues unique to their society. Poverty, illiteracy, 

starvation, child labor, homosexuality, child trafficking, over population etc. are some of the social 

problems existing in India. Government authorities always failed to tackle these social problems 

completely. So some people started to solve these problems with the use of principles and methods 

of business. It was the origin of social entrepreneurship. 

 The term Social entrepreneurship have long existed in the history but only in the recent years it 

came into the limelight. Social entrepreneurs try to apply the business principles to solve the social 

issues. Social entrepreneurship is, at its most basic level, doing business for a social cause. Social 

entrepreneurs combine commerce and social issues in a way that improves the lives of people 

connected to the cause. They don‟t measure their success in terms of profit alone – success to social 

entrepreneurs means that they have improved the world. Mahatma Gandhi was also referred as a 

social entrepreneur as he always promoted local cottage industry, like Khadi, being self-reliant and 

having the community own enterprises. Another example is Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus, 

who founded Grameen bank which enhances financial self-sufficiency by providing micro-loans to 

those in need. 

 There were several entrepreneurs who established social enterprises to eliminate social 

problems or bring positive change in the society. VinobaBhave, the founder of India‟s Land Gift 

Movement, Robert Owen, the founder of cooperative movement and included in the category of 

social entrepreneurs. They had established such foundations and organizations in 19th century that 

is much before the concept of Social Entrepreneurship used in management. Apart from this, there 

are many societies and organizations that work for child rights, women empowerment, save 

environment, treatment of waste products, etc 

http://skollworldforum.org/
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 In fact, all big brands and companies are adopting the concept of social entrepreneurship and 

trying to address the issues in our society by opening schools in far flung areas, educating women 

for family planning, making it possible for farmers and poor individuals to access low interest 

credits, establishing plants for waste treatment, planting trees and going green. The purpose of this 

paper is to provide an overview on the concept of social entrepreneurship and scenario in India.  

 
What is Social Entrepreneurship? 

 Defining social entrepreneurship not an easy task since it includes the concepts of social 

problems and business. The current use of the term appears ambiguous and limitless; it needs 

frontiers to establish its function. The absence of a common definition advances questions whether 

the social or profit-making activities fall within the range of social entrepreneurship.  

 An entrepreneur is a person who set up business and invest financial resources with the hope of 

profit, but a social entrepreneur‟s ultimate objective is to fulfill the needs of society which may 

profitable. They formulate strategies to attain social values.  

 Social entrepreneurship is the field in which entrepreneurs tailor their activities to be directly 

tied with the ultimate goal of creating social value (Samer Abu-Saifan, 2012). Core of the social 

entrepreneurship is development of society. Another definition given by Bomstein (1996) “a social 

entrepreneur is a path breaker with a powerful new idea who combines visionary and real world 

problem-solving creativity, has a strong ethical fiber and is totally possessed by his or her vision for 

change.” Social Entrepreneurs acquire a better and modest understanding of the issues persisting in 

the society, they work towards innovative and effective solutions and mobilizing effective solutions 

for the collective good of the global world by harnessing funds and resources through techniques 

employed by any entrepreneur”.  

 Generally governments are established and responsible for solving the social problems existing 

in the society. But the inefficiency to do so gives the opportunity to social entrepreneurs. Thomson 

et. al. defines social entrepreneur as “the people who realize there is an opportunity to satisfy some 

unmet need that the state welfare system will not or cannot meet and who gather together the 

necessary resources and use these to make difference”.  

 Ashoka (2012) defines as “social entrepreneurs are individuals with innovative solutions to 

society‟s most pressing problems. They are both visionaries and ultimate realists concerned with the 

practical implementation of their vision above all else”. Zahra (2008), social entrepreneurship 

encompasses the activities and process undertaken to discover, define and explore opportunities 

inorder to enhance the social wealth by creating new ventures or managing existing organization in 

a new manner.  

 
Unique and common characteristics of profit-oriented entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurs 

Unique characteristics of  
profit oriented entrepreneurs 

Characteristics  
common to both types 

Unique characteristics of  
social entrepreneurs 

High Achiever Innovator Mission Leader 

Risk Bearer Dedicated Emotionally Charged 

Organizer Initiative Taker Change Agent Opinion Leader 

Strategic Thinker Leader Social Value Creator 
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Value Creator Opportunity Alert Socially Alert 

Holistic Persistent Manager 

Arbitrageur Committed Visionary 

  
Highly Accountable 

Source: Samer Abu-Saifan 2012 

 While a general and common business entrepreneurship means taking a lead to open up a new 

business or diversifying the existing business, social entrepreneurship mainly focuses on creating 

social capital without measuring the performance in profit or return in monetary terms. The 

entrepreneurs in this field are associated with non-profit sectors and organizations. But this does not 

eliminate the need of making profit. After all entrepreneurs need capital to carry on with the process 

and bring a positive change in the society. 

 All definitions points that social entrepreneurship is the use of practical, innovative and 

sustainable approaches to benefit society in general, with an importance on those who are 

marginalized.  

 
Organizational models 

 A social entrepreneur can accept different form of organization to achieve social objective. It 

may be non-profit organization or for profit organization. What is the best model for success is 

depends on the method of financing and the targeted customers. Following are the some common 

form of social organizations. 

 
Leveraged non-profit ventures  

 The entrepreneur sets up a non-profit organization to drive the adoption of an innovation that 

addresses a market or government failure. In doing so, the entrepreneur engages a cross section of 

society, including private and public organizations, to drive forward the innovation through a 

multiplier effect. Leveraged non-profit ventures continuously depend on outside philanthropic 

funding, but their longer term sustainability is often enhanced given that the partners have a vested 

interest in the continuation of the venture. 

 
Hybrid non-profit ventures  

 The entrepreneur sets up a non-profit organization but the model includes some degree of cost-

recovery through the sale of goods and services to a cross section of institutions, public and private, 

as well as to target population groups. Often, the entrepreneur sets up several legal entities to 

accommodate the earning of an income and the charitable expenditures in an optimal structure. To 

be able to sustain the transformation activities in full and address the needs of clients, who are often 

poor or marginalized from society, the entrepreneur must mobilize other sources of funding from 

the public and/or philanthropic sectors. Such funds can be in the form of grants or loans, and even 

quasi-equity. 

 
Social business ventures  

 The entrepreneur sets up a for-profit entity or business to provide a social or ecological product 

or service. While profits are ideally generated, the main aim is not to maximize financial returns for 



Two Day National Conference on "5s FRAMEWORK OF ENTREPRENEURIAL DIMENSIONS: SIGNIFICANCE,  

STIMULUS, STRATEGIES, SYNERGY AND SUCCESS" 

 

 

 

 136 
Department of Commerce, School of Management, Pondicherry University 

shareholders but to grow the social venture and reach more people in need. Wealth accumulation is 

not a priority and profits are reinvested in the enterprise to fund expansion. The entrepreneur of a 

social business venture seeks investors who are interested in combining financial and social returns 

on their investments 

 
Social Entrepreneurs in India 

 Social entrepreneurship in India has gained tremendous ground over the last decade. In 

essence, it merges the business acumen and skills of an entrepreneur to help with social causes and 

change our society for the better. Any social entrepreneur is immediately set apart from his peers by 

the work that he does, often measuring his success not by the profits or revenue but by the number 

of people whose lives have been transformed due to his efforts. For-profit social ventures with 

sound business models are extremely well positioned to help society. These organizations have to 

work in collaboration with both the government and the private sector, plugging the gap between 

the policies of the administration and their efforts to improve society. The following are the famous 

social entrepreneurs in India. 

1) Dr. Varghese Kurien, Father of the India‟s milk revolution:    

 Kurien‟s contribution to the social entrepreneurship movement in India is monumental. Thanks 

to his foresight, planning and execution, India through the „white revolution‟, went from a milk 

importing country to the world‟s largest producer. In a career spanning close to 60 years, Kurien 

founded around 30 institutions of excellence like Gujarat Co-operative Milk Marketing Federation 

(GCMMF), Institute of Rural Management, Anand (IRMA) and The National Dairy Development 

Board‟s (NDDB). 

2) Sanjit “Bunker” Roy, founder of Barefoot College. 

 Roy founded Social Works and Research Centre (SWRC) in 1972 to find ways to address rural 

poverty by using new models and strategies. His first initiative was to address the water situation 

by making the villagers self-sustainable by setting up water pumps that were maintained by the 

villagers. These efforts through SWRC morphed into Barefoot College. Roy through Barefoot 

College trains villagers to adopt solutions in solar energy, water, education, health care, rural 

handicrafts, people‟s action, communication, women‟s empowerment and wasteland development. 

3) Anil Kumar Gupta, IIM-A Professor and founder of Honeybee Network: 

 Guptais a true advocate of the grassroots revolution. He‟s famous for recognizing rural 

innovators, helping commercializing their inventions, protecting the intellectual property rights of 

inventors by filing patents and creating a knowledge network at different levels for augmenting 

grassroots innovations and inventions. Gupta converts grassroots innovations into viable 

commercial products. To date, his endeavors document more than 1,00,000 ideas, innovations and 

traditional knowledge practices. 

4) Harish Hande, co-founder Selco Solar: 

 Hande, co-founded Selco in 1995, to get renewable energy solutions to India‟s poor. When he 

first started he had problems with creating awareness about solar and had to install the first lighting 

solutions free of cost to demonstrate its value. In the past 18 years more than 1.35 lakh solar home 

lighting systems have been installed. His stellar efforts has won him Asia‟s „Nobel‟ prize, the Ramon 

http://www.sristi.org/hbnew/aboutus.php
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramon_Magsaysay_Award
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramon_Magsaysay_Award
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Magsaysay Award in 2011, for “his pragmatic efforts to put solar power technology in the hands of 

the poor, through his social enterprise SELCO India.” 

5)  Sam Pitroda, chairman, National Innovation Council: 

 Pitroda is not your topical social entrepreneur hero, but he makes the cut for the work that he 

put in for more than 4 decades, in areas like telecom and information technology leading to him 

being commonly referred to as the „Father of India‟s communication revolution.‟ He was the 

technology advisor in the 1980s, to the then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, during which he heralded 

the telecom revolution in India. Having enjoyed an illustrious career, in the past, he has been an 

advisor to the Prime Minister on public information infrastructure and innovations and chairman of 

the Commission. Currently he is the driving force behind the National Innovation Council, the 

council tasked with driving innovation in the country, by adopting the principles of inclusive 

growth. 

 
Challenges of a social entrepreneur  

 Setting up process of a regular business is easy than starting a social entrepreneurship venture. 

There are no standardized government procedures for starting a social enterprise. Either you can 

start it as an NGO or a regular company – there is no concept of social enterprise in India. There are 

so many complications right from registering, to society, to clearances from RBI for micro-lending, 

to getting a payment gateway online. Banks still don‟t understand the concept of for-profit social 

entrepreneurial ventures. So they hesitate in providing loans for starting a social entrepreneurship 

venture. 

 
Conclusion 

 Social entrepreneurs help fill the gap created when the government is not able to reach the 

people effectively. It is often overlooked because of the difficulty of measuring the impact as well as 

the stigma associated with a for-profit venture. Anyone can become a social entrepreneur by finding 

the right solution to societal problem with mixing an element of commerce to it. A video of 4year 

old social entrepreneur in US who collects plastic bottles & recycles it and Francis Mutua, a Keniyan 

flip flop artist, who recycled over 500,000 flip flops by converting them into beautiful artifacts are 

trending in online media. There are huge opportunities for social entrepreneurs in India because 

every day we deal with different types of societal problems. Successful ventures are not just ones 

with great ideas, but also those that place emphasis on regulatory alignment and collaboration with 

the existing system. 
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