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Abstract 

 

The concept of ‘inclusive innovation’ for development has become increasingly prominent in both 

academic and policy discourses, raising important questions as to how this is being framed. Results 

from case studies conducted in India suggest inclusive innovation to be interpretively flexible and 

contested. One case presents a grassroots framing emphasising social and political empowerment, 

rooted in community self-sufficiency, autonomy and traditional belief systems. In contrast, the 

other cases co-opt the language of inclusion to present a predominantly market-based framing, 

heavily emphasising market readiness and participation. This framing is transforming rural social 

practices (including the organisation of space and time, the meaning of production and the role of 

women), introducing the potential for market dependency. 
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Highlights 

• We study how inclusive innovation is being framed in the broader discourse of 

development  

• Results from case studies in India suggest contestation and differing normative stances  

• In one case inclusive innovation is framed as an instrument for social and political 

empowerment  

• In the other cases inclusive innovation aims to foster market readiness and participation  

• This is transforming the organisation of space and time, the role of women and meaning 

of production   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Introduction  

The intersection between innovation, development and poverty alleviation is attracting the interest 

of an increasing number of scholars in the fields of business, management and research and 

innovation policy. These include those interested in technology transfer and absorption aimed at 

the process of ‘catching-up’ with advanced industrial countries e.g., (Fu et al., 2011) and those 

focused on building up innovation systems i.e. the institutional and infrastructural environments 

considered necessary to make innovation flourish e.g., (Lundvall et al., 2009). Until the end of the 

1990s the topic of development had gone largely under the radar of these scholars, however this 



Research Policy - Article accepted for publication on 17 Sep 2017 

 

3 

 

has now dramatically changed. New terms such as ‘frugal innovation’, ‘reverse innovation’, ‘Jugaad1 

innovation’, ‘Bottom of the Pyramid2 (BOP) innovation’, ‘Gandhian innovation’, ‘pro-poor vs. 

from-the-poor innovation’, 'long tail and long tailoring innovation’, ‘below-the-radar innovation’ 

and, notably,  ‘inclusive innovation’ have proliferated in abundance (Chataway et al., 2014; Kolk 

et al., 2013; Levidow and Papaioannou, 2017; Pansera, 2013; Sonne, 2012).  In the context of 

developing countries the focus of such forms of experimentation (Fejerskov, 2017) has included 

the global value chain (Kaplinsky, 2000) and the potential for innovation to open up under-

exploited markets e.g. by multinational corporations (MNCs) (Prahalad, 2010) or, in contrast, the 

emergence of indigenous, grassroots forms of innovation (Smith et al., 2014). They all consider 

enhancing innovation capacity to be an important element of development, often advocating an 

inclusive approach  (George et al., 2012; Heeks et al., 2014) that in some cases may also offer 

profitable opportunities for companies and entrepreneurs (London and Hart, 2011). 

These perspectives are diverse, contested and often competing. One influential  body of literature 

aligns with what we may describe as a ‘market-based’ approach (Pansera, 2013; Pansera and Owen, 

2015). This emphasises free market dynamics and private enterprise, where innovation is aimed at 

co-production of profit with social goods, often mediated through MNCs (Prahalad, 2010), or 

alliances between them and stakeholders (Arora and Romijn, 2011). In contrast, a small but 

significant number of scholars challenge or directly oppose this approach, sometimes radically so. 

These echo long standing debates extending back at least to the seminal work of Schumacher in 

the 1970s on  ‘intermediate’ or ‘appropriate technology’, which privilege people over markets 

(Schumacher, 1973). According to Schumacher, the quest for developing countries to ‘catch up’ 

by making a technological leap could, paradoxically, increase inequality and poverty. Technology 

was seen as being a partial and temporary solution to problems that are fundamentally social 

(Smith, 2005) and political (Papaioannou, 2011). Extensions to Schumacher’s ideas include 

contemporary innovation in the developing world carried out in informal settings by grassroots 

movements as a reaction to social injustices and environmental problems, sometimes themselves 

perceived as being caused by free-market ideology (Smith et al., 2014). These contrasting 

perspectives, which we may describe as a ‘grassroots approach’, call for alternative patterns of 

                                                 

1 Jugaad is a colloquial Hindi term literally meaning a hack. It is generally used as word to represent an innovative fix or 

a simple work-around (Singh et al., 2012).  

2 The notion ‘Bottom of the Pyramid (BOP)’  usually indicates those nominally living on less than 2 US dollars per day 

(Prahalad, 2010). 
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innovation and development in which the voices of the poor are seriously included (Abrol, 2005; 

Dagnino, 2009)..  

What these differing innovation perspectives share is an emphasis on inclusion, which we suggest 

now presents a potentially important discursive bridge linking innovation and development (Heeks 

et al 2014, Fig 3).  But while the concept of inclusive innovation for development has become 

increasingly prominent in academic (ibid, Fig 1) and research and innovation policy circles e.g. 

(Johnson and Andersen, 2012; OECD, 2015, 2012; Utz and Dahlman, 2007; World Bank, 2012) it 

remains a ‘weakly defined area of enquiry [with a] lacuna of robust data to support the development 

of an evidence – based policy agenda’ (Chataway et al, 2014, p39). How inclusion is being framed 

remains little explored, particularly from an empirical perspective. In this respect the politics of 

inclusion (and of inclusive innovation) we argue should be opened up to critical enquiry 

(Oudheusden 2014, p72;  (Levidow and Papaioannou, 2017)), supporting ‘a more reflective point 

of departure for policy that seeks first to understand the actors, perspectives, and politics of 

inclusive innovation’ (Heeks et al, 2014, p 183). In this regard we seek to understand how 

discourses of inclusive innovation for development are being constructed in the field, how these 

are being translated within different organisational and institutional networks, the differing 

normative stances that underpin them and the impacts they may be having on the ground.  

 

The paper is structured as follows: we first introduce a critical perspective on the innovation and 

development discourse based on a post-development, reflexive stance, and then investigate the 

framing of inclusive innovation in three case studies conducted in India. We conclude with a 

critical discussion concerning how discourses of inclusive innovation are being constructed in the 

field and the impacts these may be having on rural life and ways of being. 

 

2 Theoretical background 

Since the Second World War and the demise of the colonial project the term ‘innovation’ has 

become progressively domesticated within the overarching discourse of progress and 

modernization that has become known as ‘development’. Aiming to establish Western-style 

industrial economies (Sachs, 2010), the fostering in the ‘Third World’ of institutions such as the 

democratic nation state, programmes of education and regulatory bodies designed in part to 



Research Policy - Article accepted for publication on 17 Sep 2017 

 

5 

 

facilitate the creation of national and international markets became a political priority for 

development  (Escobar, 2012; Ferguson, 1990; Rist, 2011; Sachs, 2010). Within this ideological 

and political framework, science and technology have occupied a special place, being the means 

by which industrial productivity and economic growth could be increased. An interconnected 

system of machines, routines, experts and managers, underpinned by access to abundant natural 

resources and an entrepreneurial and innovative mind-set, would drive growth and development 

as an ameliorative and socially transformative process, mediated through the logic of scientific 

rationality. Wallerstein (2004 p.10) described this process of development in terms of a ‘theory of 

stages’, where ‘the separate units - national societies - all developed in the same fundamental way 

but at distinct paces”. 

Since the 1970s there has been a progressive shift from a macroeconomic focus based largely on 

state (donor) -led, institution building initiatives, often involving finance and technology transfer 

from North to South, to a more granular approach more directly focused on local, situated 

interventions (Escobar, 2012; Rist, 2011). These often encompass a wider range of funding sources 

(such as private foundations) and stakeholders (such as NGOs, local communities and social 

enterprises). The rise of the Western neoliberal agenda in the 1980s was an important turning 

point, promoting the idea that development should be a spontaneous phenomenon that occurs 

best when the endogenous, productive forces of society are free to act. The so-called ‘Washington 

Consensus’ imposed a policy of ‘structural adjustment’, with the liberalization of trade,  removal 

of tariff barriers and the privatization of several sectors of national economies (Rodrik, 2006). The 

neoliberal turn radically changed the way development interventions were framed and delivered 

and opened the door for business and management scholars to treat development as a legitimate 

object of study. Philanthrocapitalists, with ‘an innate belief in societal progress through 

technological innovation’, (Fejerskov, 2017, p 953) emerged as prominent actors. Interventions 

aimed at innovation and entrepreneurial dynamism paved the way for  private foundations, 

corporations and synergies between these and the state to fight poverty, spur modernisation and 

development (Leal, 2007). Inspired at least in part by what Levidow and Papaioannou (2017) 

describe as a ‘liberal-individualist’ mind-set, the poor could now be now positioned as consumers 

(Prahalad, 2010), entrepreneurs (London and Hart, 2011) and aspirational, ‘successful individuals’ 

(Yunus, 2010). Previously ignored rural backwaters became promising markets with untapped 

potential (Smith 2002, p 98). An ever expanding literature from business and management scholars 
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led to the cross-fertilisation of the language of business and innovation into the lexicon of 

development and discourse of practitioners in the field (Krause 2013).   

The project of development, and the innovation turn within this, has been the subject of extensive 

critique. The instrumental view that more technology and innovation is always better was tempered 

by criticism that this neglected their political constitution (e.g. Winner 1980) treating them un-

reflexively as a powerful but agnostic and apolitical force for good. Arguing against ‘the tragic 

fallacy that modern technologies possess the innocence of tools’ (Sachs 1990 p.14) and increasingly 

the subject of a growing, critical discipline of science and technology scholarship, critics cautioned 

against ignoring the socially-constructed nature of technologies and their ethical and political 

entanglements (unintentionally or by design). Questions of power, political economy, the broader 

impacts of development interventions and who gains and who loses (distributive and 

intergenerational justice) reflected the increasingly contested nature of the development discourse 

and the roles of science, innovation and technological change therein (e.g. Leach et al. 2008). 

Critics for example have argued that the ‘market-based’ approach tends to frame poverty and 

exclusion in management terms as an engineering and delivery issue. By leveraging a depoliticised 

rhetoric of inclusion and market participation, critics argue, it neglects the power relations that 

shape the processes and impacts of technological change and innovation on the ground, whilst 

side lining the socio-economic causes of poverty and exclusion (Arora and Romijn, 2011; Levidow 

and Papaioannou, 2017;Peredo, 2012;) echoing arguments made earlier by Schumacher.   

A number of alternative framings have been proposed e.g. (Abrol, 2014; Dagnino, 2009; Smith et 

al., 2014), notably including grassroots innovations ‘that are socially inclusive towards local 

communities in terms of the knowledge, processes and outcomes involved’ (Smith et al. 2014 p. 

114). Advocates such as Gupta (2012) contend that all communities, including the poor, have an 

innate capacity for innovation to solve the problems they themselves face (Gupta et al., 2003). 

According to this view, rather than tapping underserved consumers, grassroots innovators aspire 

to address problems that are essentially and primarily social (Smith, 2005) providing appropriate 

(Gupta et al., 2003), socially desirable (Srinivas and Sutz, 2008) and environmentally sustainable 

(Gupta, 2010) solutions. According to Gupta (2009) and Fressoli et al. (2014), including grassroots 

innovation within the range of policy options goes beyond the mere delivery of affordable 

products/services, to include the strengthening of civil society organizations, empowerment of 

local communities, filling of institutional voids and, as Papaioannou (2011) suggests, the 
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promotion of more equitable patterns of development. What concretely distinguishes those 

approaches from the market-based framing above is their overtly political characterisation.  

Proponents of grassroots innovation arguably strive to assert a new way of framing technologies 

and innovation towards development based on principles that include social justice, cooperation, 

community empowerment and democracy (Fressoli et al., 2014).  Based on insights described by 

these authors, one can broadly compare the features of what they describe as ‘mainstream science, 

technology and innovation’, (market–based) framings with grassroots framings of innovation for 

development. As discussed above, whilst the goals of the former tend to be coproduction of social 

goods with economic growth and profit, facilitated by inclusion of the poor into the market 

economy (i.e. a growth based and market-led worldview) those of the latter are often described in 

terms of social justice, community empowerment and environmental conflict 

resolution/sustainability. Whilst market based framings tend to be underpinned by western 

scientific and technical forms of knowledge, grassroots framings additionally, or alternatively, 

privilege indigenous forms of knowledge, emphasising grassroots ingenuity, empowerment and 

structural transformation (Smith et al 2014). Market-based framings tend to emphasise the role of 

MNCs, social enterprises and entrepreneurs, whilst grassroots framings emphasise the role of local 

communities, NGOs, social movements and co-operatives. In both framings inclusion of the poor 

is a key principle and goal.  

The reality on the ground is however far more complex and likely to be a continuum between 

these two extremes, with considerable discursive hybridisation (Chataway et al, 2014; Pansera & 

Owen 2015), involving ‘insertion’ modes of engagement between grassroots and the mainstream 

(Fressoli et al, 2014). We concur with these authors that there may be significant narrative diversity, 

in turn suggesting that the intersection between innovation, inclusion and development, in a 

Foucauldian sense (Foucault, 1984), is the location of an ongoing debate that reflects the co-

existence of different motivations, values, ideological positions and world views (Papaioannou, 

2014). Innovation we suggest assumes the characteristics of a buzzword that is itself surrounded 

by a constellation of other buzzwords, creating umbrella terms (Rip and Voß, 2013) which serve 

the purpose of connecting previously distant discursive worlds (e.g. innovation, development and 

inclusion) and in doing so promoting different normative agendas. Much of this extant literature 

however remains theoretical and is not informed by the reporting of practices on the ground. In 

the following we therefore explore these contested discourses of innovation, inclusion and 

development within three case studies conducted in India. 
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3 Research design and methods   

3.1 Research setting  

India presents a fascinating research setting to investigate how inclusive innovation is being 

absorbed and translated into different kinds of organizational/institutional contexts in the 

developing world. After independence, three major political traditions struggled for affirmation, 

associated with three very different world views concerning science, technology and development 

(Abrol, 2014). Briefly, the Gandhian philosophy, based on the self-reliant village economy and 

local democracy, was opposed to the notion of centralised power characteristic of the classical 

European national state (Gandhi, 2008). Opposing the grand narrative of industrial progress that 

had gained momentum in the post-WWII period, it instead advocated decentralised development 

based on indigenous, traditional and local knowledge, setting the scene for what would become 

the Appropriate Technology Movement.  

In contrast, the Nehruvian policy for development, which laid the foundations for the market- 

based innovation approach discussed in Section 2 above, advocated establishment of a strong 

national industry, modernisation of the agricultural sector and endogenous economic growth 

through quasi, state-planned capitalism (Nehru, 2004). This often adopted a strategy of replication 

and imitation of foreign technology. Finally, the Leftist tradition, influenced by Marxist and anti-

imperialist positions, advocated establishment of centrally coordinated, large technological systems 

managed by the workers. It supported a radical distribution of assets (especially land), the creation 

of modernised heavy industry, the modernization of agriculture through the ‘green revolution’ and 

the construction of large, state-funded infrastructures to foster economic growth. This was far 

from an organised movement and in some cases, as in the Southern state of Kerala, the Left was 

amenable to a more decentralised planning approach based on the promotion of technological 

models for local economic development, i.e. a more Ghandian vision (Parameswaran, 2013).  

Whilst during the 1950s the negotiation between national planning and self-reliance positions was 

still visible within the political leadership of the time (Abrol, 2014), incremental technological 

upgrading of the traditional manufacturing sector and heavy industrialisation became a consistent 

feature of the first Nehruvian government, consolidated further after the economic crisis of the 

1960s. The re-introduction of a more Gandhian tradition after the elections of 1967 allowed the 

appropriate technology movement to gain momentum, especially in the states of Kerala and West 

Bengal. In the 1980s neoliberalism came to occupy a dominant position within the government 
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and academic institutions which remains to this day: the Gandhian and Left traditions, from which 

the grassroots innovation approaches discussed in Section 2 emerged, are now represented by only 

a small minority. In this new political environment, those activists advocating for grassroots 

innovation have called for a return to a decentralised, community-based way of using technology 

and innovation to improve the lives of the Indian poor (e.g. see (Abrol 2014) and (Gupta 2012)). 

In contrast, those advocating a more market-based inclusive innovation agenda have increasingly 

used the rhetoric of the BOP (and other buzzwords such as reverse, frugal and jugaad innovation) 

to frame the Indian poor as unserved customers who could improve their lives by being included 

in the market economy.  

3.2 Data collection  

We adopted an information-oriented, maximum variation case selection strategy (Flyvbjerg, 2006), 

one that allowed us to cover a relevant portion of the discourses of innovation, inclusion and 

development described in Section 2 above. Our first case focused on a social enterprise called 

Mother Earth, which brings rural artisanal products to the market.  For our second case, we 

selected the networks of the Indian Institutes of Management (IIM), which have been active since 

the 1970s to promote Western management practices in the country, and within these the IIM-

Bangalore which offers a well-structured module on Inclusive Business Models and a social 

enterprise incubator. We contrasted these with a case study of the People Science Movements, a 

melange of Marxist/Gandhian activists present in many public universities in the country which 

favours community based, grassroots innovation.  

We used qualitative methods since these have been widely selected for researching innovation in 

non-Western settings, allowing the researcher to uncover and explore relationships in complex 

environments, disclosing the influence of the social and cultural context upon the unit of analysis 

(Shah and Corley, 2006; Smith and Seward, 2009). Reflecting this, we employed a method based 

on an ethnographic mode of enquiry using non-participant observation (van Maanen, 1988), 

reflexive analysis (Czarniawska, 2007) and micro-ethnographic techniques (Neyland, 2008). The 

main source of data consisted of audio-recorded, semi-structured interviews collected in the field 

between August and December 2013. The data were then triangulated with internal documents, 

non-participant observation, visual data i.e. photos and videos and field notes (see Appendix A).  

The data were analysed with the aid of NVivo 9 software, which is widely used to analyse 

heterogeneous, qualitative datasets (Miles and Huberman, 2003), through a process of iteration, 
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contextualised within an emerging structure of theoretical reasoning (Gioia et al., 2012). This 

grounded theory approach follows an inductive logic based on: (i) initial open data coding, 

maintaining the integrity of 1st-order (informant-centric) terms; (ii) organisation of 1st-order codes 

into 2nd-order (theory-centric) constructs; (iii) distillation of 2nd-order constructs into 

overarching aggregate dimensions; (iv) presentation of the data in a narrative fashion.  

 

4 Research findings 

4.1. Case 1: Mother Earth: positional innovation for market engagement 

Mother Earth (ME) arose in 2011 from Industree Crafts, a social enterprise founded in 1994 to 

support rural artisans that were considered a sunset sector by the government (Clingingsmith and 

Williamson, 2004). In common with other social enterprises such as Fabindia  (Ramachandran et 

al., 2012) its vision was to lever urban markets to create demand for Indian rural crafts, reshaping 

them in a contemporary fashion. In 2011 ME opened its first flagship store in Bangalore, by 2013 

it had 6 shops and 250 employees, with significant growth plans.  ME’s business model is based 

on a nationally-distributed network of Self-Help Groups (SHGs), an idea borrowed from Grameen 

Bank, which popularised the creation of women SHGs and micro-credit loans to set up small 

businesses in rural Bangladesh (Swain and Varghese, 2009; Pansera and Owen 2015). Each SHG 

of 10-20 individuals shares the risks and benefits as small entrepreneurial ventures. The SHG is a 

formula that makes the artisans visible to, and engages them with, the institutions of the formal 

market economy. Composed mainly of women living in rural or peri-urban areas, they elect their 

own leaders who are in charge of providing the raw materials for production and act as an interface 

between the company and the SHG. According to ME’s founders, the SHG model is designed to 

maintain people in their traditional rural settings, preventing urban migration.   

Innovation at ME is an example of what Tidd and Bessant (2009) describe as ‘positional 

innovation’, here repositioning rural crafts in a different context to open up new markets. The 

Industree family of enterprises has become a hybrid entity that connects different stakeholders to 

foster this. Its non-for-profit soul, Industree Foundation, was founded to provide technical 

training and financial support to groups of rural artisans who were willing to form independent 

SHGs with the purpose of selling their products to Industree Crafts, the for-profit arm of the 
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family. There is also considerable product innovation (e.g. innovation of new natural fibre products 

and designs) and process innovation (e.g. new processes for fibre manufacture, through 

introduction of low-tech machinery designed by ME engineers to clean, dye and weave natural 

fibres, or upgrades of pre-existing technology). Through this combination of innovative 

approaches ME has created a niche for products using natural fibres, exporting to over 25 

countries in Europe and the United States. The products, manufactured following traditional 

techniques, are designed, branded and marketed by ME, which now offers a huge range of apparel, 

furniture, natural fibre objects, home linen, crockery and accessories3.   

 

 

4.1.1.  Framing of inclusive innovation 

The overarching discourse of inclusive innovation that emerges from the data can be constructed 

around three aggregate dimensions that centre on making the SHG ‘market ready’ (see Table 1): 

the problems of current modes of rural production; increasing productivity and creating ownership and responsibility. 

At the base of ME’s discourse is the corporate conviction that the rural handicrafts heritage should 

be preserved not only for cultural-historical reasons but, above all, because of its potential to drive 

economic development whilst maintaining traditional rural livelihoods. In order to valorise this 

fading, intangible artisanal capital, villagers are encouraged to engage with new markets (domestic 

and international) in order to sell their products, repositioning these in innovative ways. However, 

the current, traditional modes of rural production present problems for market participation and 

the way of life of the villagers is considered to be an obstacle to the development of their 

communities.  

The traditional, family-based nature of the artisans’ production results in the organization of time 

being strongly influenced by the needs and the dynamics of the households, with handicraft 

production in many cases being a complementary activity that supports other activities (mainly 

farming). Social, religious and cultural events and obligations are often prioritised over production. 

According to the interviewees, a typical habit in traditional communities is for example the 

customisation of symbolic objects to establish or reinforce certain social practices. The ancient art 

of sheetal pati for example, which is a traditional technique to weave natural fibres, requires the 

                                                 

3 http://motherearth.co.in/ (accessed on 6/11/16)  

http://motherearth.co.in/
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artisan to pray during the entire manufacturing time, resulting in a highly personalised object which 

has the blessing of the maker.  

Handicraft production traditionally happens in the home. But in order for production to be 

market-ready and market-efficient, these domestic activities are considered as being isolated, 

distributed, non-uniform and not amenable to effective management: they inhibit or interfere with 

market-oriented production. As a consequence, these traditional modes of production are 

perceived as creating productivity bottlenecks that hinder the stability, efficiency and sustainability of 

the value chain of companies like ME, which needs to be market-ready. Given the perceived limits 

of traditional production approaches, ME sees a need to transform the way rural artisans live and 

produce through inclusive innovation that fosters market participation. Increasing productivity 

becomes crucial, achieved through the rearrangement of time and space that in total changes the meaning of 

production in rural settings. In order to produce large volumes of items of sufficient and consistent 

quality, production is centralised and controlled under one roof, where it can be managed and 

enhanced, supported by the upgrading of traditional machinery e.g. looms (i.e. technical 

innovation) and organization of (mainly) women into production lines (i.e. organizational/process 

innovation). A new meaning of production for villagers is constructed around the concept of market 

commodity i.e. something produced with the primary objective of entering domestic or 

international value chains and markets, whereas previously such artefacts were made largely for 

religious or other social and cultural purposes, or for seasonal local markets. 

In ME’s view, the reorganisation of space and time in rural life is part of an educating mission. 

Villagers are required to relocate, plan and manage their activities to meet deadlines, boost 

efficiency, save costs and maximise time. In order to do this, as many of the interviewees stated, 

villagers need to be educated by ME. ME staff actively promote the reorganization of space and 

time through education and training, planning, control and assessment of production lines. In 

many cases, income is positioned as being dependent on the way villagers use (or waste) their time:  

‘We analyse together their activities and how they work…We have to make them feel that they have wasted 

time. If you did it efficiently, instead of this one week work you could have done in 2 days work’. ME 

production Manager 
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Table 1. Mother Earth Case   

Aggregate 

Dimension 
2nd Order Construct Representative Quotes Underlying Second-Order Constructs 

Problems of 

current rural modes 

of production 

Limits of traditional 

production approaches  

“Rural production is uneconomic. Unless you provide employment for these people at village level they all are going to migrate to the 

city. […] One of the ways to keep the country economically and environmentally viable is to keep those people in the villages. So that’s 

what we do” (Mother Earth co-founder)   

“Village lifestyle is very relaxed. When I go into a village what I really do is trying to force them into the productivity mentality” 

(Mother Earth fieldworker)  

“if you are working in a village, your festivals, marriages, all those are very important. So you cannot force the community to stay in 

the production, if somebody dies everybody has to go to. So your entire production is dead” (Mother Earth production manager)   

“Production and exchange of symbolic objects such the sheetal pati in traditional communities all over the country is usually used to 

establish or reinforce certain social linkages rather than generating income” (Mother Earth production manager)   

“[...] they cannot plan. They don’t know to plan, there is no forecast planning, so whenever they see physically it happened then only 

then they move to the next task. There is no planning. […]” (Mother Earth fieldworker)  

“They are able to work but not in an organized way. That is a kind of problem” (Mother Earth production manager) 

  

Productivity 

bottlenecks 

“But productivity… they don’t understand…. they don’t understand the costing and the organization of tasks… If they understood the 

costing… then they would try to change their positions” (Mother Earth fieldworker)   

“They don’t understand what productivity is… they want to do the work and get paid from us… that’s the challenge we have… not all 

organization having this kind of challenge…” (Mother Earth value-chain manager) 

  

Increasing 

productivity 

 

Re-arranging time, 

space and meaning of 

production  

“We make them hire a common working centre, like a shed and we place them in there. We link them to loans institutions, like social 

microfinance people and then we make them purchase machinery, table and tools and gave design and ask them to work on that design” 

(Mother Earth fieldworker) 

 “It became very clear to me that if we wanted to work with the artisans we needed to move them up in the value chain. They have to 

become their own production supervisors, their own managers.” (Mother Earth co-founder)  

  

Educating mission  

 

“For this reason you see in the SHGs many people doing nothing…so they waste time. They don’t know how to manage production 

that’s why we have to educate them.” (Mother Earth fieldworker) 

“We tried to teach them that even for very simple distraction they can lose hours of work and lose money” (Mother Earth fieldworker)   

 

Creating ownership 

& responsibility 

Self-empowerment  “It is your production to start, it is not my production. I’m not running this company for me. I'm running this company for you, to give 

you a market” (Mother Earth co-founder) 

“But to get this awareness they should be proud. One should say: I’m proud of it. Yes, I’m proud of making this product for Ikea. He 

should understand that is giving and receiving. So this kind of attitude makes them sit and work” (Mother Earth production manager)   

 

Self-reliance “[the biggest obstacle we face on the field is] ownership. Nobody wants to own anything, they all want jobs. […] You tell them, you 

own this unit… they do not want to take the responsibility of owning the unit.” (Mother Earth co-founder)   
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“Especially women. Women do not want any additional responsibility.” (Mother Earth co-founder)   
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These re-arrangements become routinized as embedded social practices in rural communities, 

having a transformative impact on rural life, particularly for women.  

The SHG is the construct that allows the formalization of rural production within the canon of 

the formal, market economy, underpinned by principles such as self-empowerment and self-reliance, as 

part of a commitment to creating responsibility and ownership. In order to support this transformation, 

ME acts as a key intermediary between rural producers and both domestic and global markets, 

creating an ecosystem designed to interconnect and manage the necessary functions of innovation, 

training, organisation and management and the development of approaches for increasing 

productivity and financial credit.  In this framing the buzzword of inclusion is key:  ME frames its 

mission as being an ‘inclusive business’ where rural development is based on inclusive innovation 

i.e. product and process innovations that include rural artisans and boost their productivity, 

combined with ‘positional innovation’ to enable the offer of traditional products with a modern 

design to domestic and international markets. Inclusive innovation enables market readiness and 

participation by leveraging other buzzwords such as productivity, efficiency, empowerment of women, self-

help, ownership and responsibility. 

4.2. Case 2: The IIM-B: innovation for inclusive business  

Founded in 1973, the Indian Institute for Management (Bangalore) (IIM-B) is part of a network 

of management institutes founded by the central government in 1961. Inspired by the model of 

the most prestigious North American business schools it aims to fulfil the demand for highly 

specialised managers in the Indian private sector (Balasubramanian 1999). The IIMB offers courses 

on inclusive business models and innovation management. Faculty maintain professional contacts 

with the Indian corporate and industrial establishment. Moreover, its enterprise incubator, the N 

S Raghavan Centre for Entrepreneurial Learning (NSRCEL), encourages the creation of 

innovation-driven start-ups based on values of inclusion and social responsibility. To date, the 

incubator has supported several social enterprise start-ups oriented towards the problems of the 

rural poor. These have included significant product innovations (e.g. new affordable construction 

materials, new electrical devices), service innovations (e.g. a web platform for rural artisans to sell 

their products); and, similar to ME, positional innovations (e.g. repositioning traditional 

handicrafts for new markets).  

4.2.1. Framing of inclusive innovation 
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Three themes emerge from the data: the mission of academia in a non-western environment framed 

as a modernity project and with a focus on transformative innovation systems as a crucial element for 

development; and, associated with this, the narrative of ‘inclusive business models’ (see Table 2).  

The original mission of the institute was to create an elite of highly-skilled managers to lead the 

economic development of the country. By adopting a foreign managerial culture, the IIMB tends 

to conform to a western-based development agenda. Its original role, as emerges from the 

interviews, was to boost Indian economic development by absorbing managerial practices 

developed in the West, creating an environment in which entrepreneurship and innovation could 

flourish. As a ‘modernity project’ its educating mission is to spread among Indian elites a business 

culture founded on Western-oriented principles of the market economy, technological innovation, 

universal welfare and state regulation. Moreover, as some of the interviewees clearly stated, one of 

the most important roles of the institute’s network is to connect this ‘modernity imaginary’ with 

the world of practitioners, reshaping the way business is carried out in India.  

In order to pursue this, the institute seeks to transform the social-cultural factors that are perceived 

as hampering the creation of an ecosystem of policies, research centres and firms in which 

innovation can emerge. The core factor hampering the creation of functioning innovation systems 

in India, according to the interviewees, is a business culture based mostly on ‘maintenance’ i.e. 

small temporary adjustments and incremental change rather than new, disruptive innovations. This 

attitude, often referred to as jugaad, it is argued risks encumbering the emergence of productive 

and functioning innovation systems able to compete on global markets. In this narrative, India is 

depicted as having a conservative culture (incremental innovation in a ‘maintenance’ mode in the 

informants’ words) and incubators like the NSRCEL aim to provide technology, infrastructures 

and financial aid to those entrepreneurs willing to escape the structural stagnation of India’s non-

functioning innovation systems (i.e. a transition from jugaad to systemic innovation).  

This however is often a source of conflict and, as a result, a co- existing, countervailing narrative 

also emerges from the interviews that questions, with difference nuances, the basic assumptions 

of Western theories of business organization and management. Within this there is implicit 

recognition that the processes of development and modernization have not delivered the 

outcomes they originally promised, in particular for the marginalised sectors of Indian society. 

Tensions exist between the imposition of a postcolonial intellectual discourse and the necessity to 

elaborate an ‘Indian way to modernity’, from which the concepts of inclusive innovation and 



Research Policy - Article accepted for publication on 17 Sep 2017 

 

17 

 

inclusive business models have emerged, connecting the Indian managerial elite and corporate 

sector to the problems of the poor. Mediated through the principle of inclusion, innovation and 

social enterprise have become domesticated within the discourse of inclusive business, particularly 

in the NSRCEL. A neoliberal but ‘Indianised’ market-oriented ideology emerges, where the private 

sector can address the issues of poverty and development, which are framed as a delivery issue i.e. 

one which must address the mismatch between the demands of the poor and the market offer. 

This market-based approach they argue differs from the approach that has characterised many 

social responsibility actions to date, by focussing on the organisational and managerial skills needed 

to foster inclusive innovation to promote development and achieve financial sustainability. This 

framing emphasises the normative assumption that it is possible to find a technical fix to solve 

poverty  with a technocratic orientation and innovative knowledge economy being seen as 

important for development (Fejerskov, 2017; Sarewitz and Nelson, 2008). This market-based 

framing of inclusive innovation leverages buzzwords that include financial sustainability, inclusive 

business and social enterprise.       
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Table 2. IIMB /NSRCEL Case  

Aggregate 

Dimension 
2nd Order Construct Representative Quotes Underlying Second-Order Constructs 

The mission of 

academia 

Modernity project  “IIMB is a modernity project. It was created to train the techno-managerial elites of the country” (IIMB faculty) 

“In general the training and all the MBA courses are mainly western-driven; there is no doubt about it” (IIMB start-up CEO) 

“So all societies are different […] but broadly modernity means embracing these [market economy, technology, universal welfare, state 

regulation]. […] Today there is more unanimity in the world about this. We need to be modern.” (IIMB faculty) 

 

Educating mission “We make [theory] digestible to people” (NRSCEL director) 

“The role of the IIMB/NSRCEL has a dual function: it connects managerial knowledge to the world of practitioners on one hand and 

contributes to spreading and reproducing a business culture on the other” (NRSCEL director) 

 

Transformative 

Innovation systems 

Escaping innovation 

as maintenance  

“The entire culture of India’s tradition of resource management was based on innovation in maintenance.  It was not based on innovation 

in terms of new creations. Maintain…. Keep it. […] That is what people now call jugaad.” (IIMB faculty) 

“India is a country of family businesses that are essentially owned by people that have been traders for generations before becoming 

industrialists. As a consequence, innovation in India is synonymous either with the imported/adapted foreign technology of big industry 

or of the ‘maintenance’ attitude of jugaad” (IIMB faculty) 

 

From jugaad to 

systemic innovation 

“During the season of economic reforms that started in 1991 […] Indian companies found themselves alone in facing the competition 

from technologically advanced companies coming from abroad […]. This shocked the Indian business ecosystem, and it started thinking 

that the development of indigenous capabilities was crucial to survival. As a result, from the decade of the 1990s the notion of 

‘innovation management’ slowly started to diffuse in the Indian private sector.” (IIMB faculty) 

“Nowadays innovation centres, incubators or accelerators are mushrooming in the country. Virtually every IIM has its own centre for 

innovation and business incubation.” (IIMB faculty) 

 

Inclusive business 

models 

Poverty as delivery 

problem 

“My aspiration is to solve India’s problems with technology” (NRSCEL angel investor) 

“The failure in addressing the problems caused by poverty is not due to a lack of funds but is a delivery issue, a mismatch between the 

offer of the market and the needs of the poor.” (IIMB faculty) 

 

An Indianised, market-

oriented approach to 

social responsibility 

“[There is] the necessity to connect the present/future managers that are attending the IIMB programmes to the realities facing the 

Indian poor” (IIMB faculty) 

“Unlike traditional CSR initiatives, the idea of the inclusive business offers a more proactive image of the private sector that is very far 

from the paternalistic approach that characterises many social responsibility actions within the corporate sector.” (IIMB faculty) 

“The corporate sector hopes to expand their saturated markets by including the consumers at the BOP” (IIMB faculty) 
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4.3. Case 3: The People’s Science Movements: Science and inclusive innovation for social 

revolution 

The Peoples Science Movements (PSMs) is a network that emerged in India in the early 1960s 

whose origins can be traced to the numerous educational groups working on the popularization 

of science in the local languages of India, some of which date back to the pre-independence period 

(Parameswaran, 2013). Its founders advocated emancipation through the popularization of 

scientific thinking. They acknowledged that science and technology are embedded in complex 

social phenomena that include class dynamics, power relationships and cultural structures 

(Kannan, 1990). By disclosing those relationships, they hoped to use science, technology and 

innovation as instruments of social struggle in favour of the disadvantaged Indian classes.  

4.3.1 Framing of inclusive innovation 

From the data analysis three themes emerge (see Table 3): the need to create pro-poor innovation 

networks; the critique of a depoliticised innovation process within the context of a rising neoliberal 

agenda (innovation politics); and the discourse of science and technology as instruments for social 

revolution.  

From its inception the PSMs encouraged scientists and activists to participate in socially-motivated, 

pro-poor innovations (Varma, 2001). Anchored in a Leftist tradition their normative stance was 

that the fruits of scientific progress must be shared with the lower sectors of Indian society (Jaffry 

et al. 1983). By educating people to understand science and technology and by connecting them 

to the public research institutions of the country, the PSMs aimed to overcome class oppression. 

They also aimed to strengthen pre-existing networks of production in a manner that could be 

competitive with MNCs, building networks to deliver practical, usable technologies. By 

encouraging scientific literacy, discouraging competition in the local economy and encouraging 

collaboration in networks of rural producers, they aimed to empower the weaker sections of rural 

society. The practical manifestations of this philosophy are the People’s Technology Initiatives 

(PTIs), a quasi ‘proto innovation system’ applied to the Indian rural world, which attempt to build 

technology systems around local knowledge and resources. PTI experiments have been carried out 

in 16 sectors in 7 Indian states (Abrol, 2004), each initiative involving about 200–300 households 
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spread over some 30 rural and semi-rural settlements: the economic and social impact of these 

initiatives remains contested (Abrol, 2006).   
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Table 3 Peoples Science Movements Case 

Aggregate 

Dimension 
2nd Order Construct Representative Quotes Underlying Second-Order Constructs 

Pro-poor innovation 

networks 

Competitive, local 

networks of 

production 

“We saw local economies as providers of economies of scale. We thought that they could even compete with the transnational                              

corporations and the big business.” (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

“Only the 30% of the Indian poor have some land, but they can do something. They are embedded in networks of production. How do we 

work with them, how do we empower them? And how do we empower them in a manner that they can actually become competitive to the 

transnational corporations?” (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

 

Proto-innovation 

systems 

“Petty producers cannot compete on their own without cooperating among themselves, it is not possible. […] We supersede the 

Gandhian conception. The KVIC
4
 tried to make the individual producer competitive, but they will never be able to compete with the 

big businesses” (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

“In the village nothing is made by one artisan. Everything is made by the participation of the whole village and the contributions of the 

next villages, where there are the capabilities of repairing, maintenance or other kind of services. There is a whole structure of local 

economy in which the mechanism of the mercantile capital are very weak.” (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

“Gandhi saw [rural people] as individual producers. We started seeing them actually as individual producers being embedded in 

networks. We use concept of network even before Castells. Before network economy became a rage in the world. Before even the 

national system of innovation framework came’ (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

 

Innovation politics  Innovation as 

Western discourse 

“The role of the state lost its centrality, it became a regulator. So everybody in India started looking at those innovation statistics. They 

took the Frascati or the Oslo manual, all those innovation surveys that Europe was doing, and started to implement it here” (Delhi PSMs’ 

activist) 

“We just imported the concept and methodology and then we copied and pasted in India. We dismiss local knowledge and Indian 

journals… we wanted to publish in the foreign journals. The people in India accepted blindly some flawed concept like measuring 

innovation […] People are happy because they can count patent […] you can see what the hegemony of Western science has done to us 

even in the science and technology studies” (Bangalore PSMs’ activist) 

 

Inclusive innovation 

and business as de-

politicisation of 

development 

“In this new season sexy words have created.[…] See this inclusive business concept is adverse inclusion. It is profit seeking and 

accumulation processes. What is it inclusive business? You increase your market for 10 more consumers in some rural area whom we 

give a model of mobile which is different from the one used by rich Indian, that’s inclusion? We don’t want any inclusion, we want 

equity, and we want empowerment. […] The inclusion in the market means that the dominant power remains where it is’ (Kerala PSMs’ 

activist)” 

                                                 

4 The Khadi and Village Industries Commission (KVIC) is a statutory body formed by the Government of India in 1956 to promote the development of khadi and village 
industries in the rural areas in coordination with other agencies engaged in rural development (http://www.kvic.org.in/ accessed 7/11/16). 

http://www.kvic.org.in/
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“[Inclusive innovation] is like a new kind of political project. Within the neoliberal frame you say inclusion, frugal etc. They even use 

Gandhi […] One day they will use Marx also, for them everything is a commodity” (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

 

Science, technology 

and innovation for 

social revolution 

Politics of exclusion “[Inclusive business] is a subsidiary concept. Business needs to be exclusive. It needs to exclude the majority of people […] because that 

is the only way to make money, because you have to. […] rich are rich because poor are excluded.” (Delhi PSMs’ activist) 

“The majority that was getting impoverished were increasingly able to see and understand how the minority is using its knowledge and 

skills to perpetuate its hegemony and, consequently, resist it more and more effectively. The ultimate success of the majority to stop and 

reverse this impoverishment is termed as “social revolution” and led to the adoption of the slogans “science for social revolution.” (Kerala 

PSMs’ activist) 

 

Emancipation 

through  activism  

“The people have to decide their destiny. For that there should have a weapon to fight against those who are against them. And the 

weapons should be science. Knowledge, so we have to equip people with the weapon. Namely, knowledge and science.” (IRTC activist) 

“Introducing some scientific literature alone will not work. Whatever we say we have to demonstrate it… make it practicable and bring 

it to [the poor]. […] Suppose I said you can be self-reliant.” (IRTC activist) 
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The second overarching theme that emerges from the data is a sharp critique of innovation as a 

depoliticized process. According to PSMs’ activists, the rhetoric of innovation portrayed in 

Western documents (e.g. Frascati and Oslo manual) and practices (e.g. innovation surveys) neglects 

and often dismisses local, indigenous knowledge. The imported notion of innovation as a ‘Western 

discourse’ overlooks the complexity of Indian society and, more importantly, imposes a number 

of assessment indicators that, by merely focusing on economic performance, neglect the politics 

of innovation and production on the ground.  The PSMs’ activists perceive concepts of market-

based inclusive business/innovation as being complicit in this depoliticisation. In their view such 

framings of inclusive innovation serve to position the poor as consumers in a way that does not 

challenge the social structures that cause inequality and exclusion in the first place. In PSMs’ 

narrative, inclusive business/innovation form ‘a new kind of political project’ (in the words of an 

interviewee) that perpetuates industrial capitalism and the social exclusion of the poor.  

According to our PSMs’ interviewees, by framing poverty and social exclusion as a delivery issue 

(to be addressed by inclusive innovation and inclusive business models) this neglects the causes of 

inequality which are, they argue, overtly political. In contrast, PSMs support the emancipation of 

the rural poor through activism (the third theme). Following a ‘Gramscian’ philosophy (Crehan, 

2011), according to the PSMs, the poor can be emancipated by enhancing the intrinsic rationality 

that characterises their culture and daily practices. By removing the label of irrationality levelled at 

traditional beliefs and credos, rural people can live a life based on self-reliance, supported by 

grassroots technology and innovation, creating local networks of productive units. In order to be 

competitive with the mainstream industrial system, they also aim to improve the efficiency of rural 

production through the tools of modern science and technology. PSMs activists advocate a strict 

collaboration between the public centres of scientific research and the rural poor. Through 

institutions such as the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) and grassroots 

organizations such as the Indian Rural Technology Centre in Kerala (IRTC), these aim to preserve 

the integrity of rural life and ways of being. They offer an alternative to free market capitalism, 

which (as with the SHGs described in Case 1) embeds the concepts of inclusion and community 

self-reliance as defining characteristics, but with a very different normative underpinning. Overall 

the PSMs narrative argues that knowledge can transform the structures that reify inequality within 

Indian society. In doing so the PSMs’ narrative intentionally politicizes science, technology and 

innovation as instruments of social revolution. In PSM’s narrative inclusive innovation is intimately 

bound to a political project of social revolution, leveraging buzzwords that include social justice, self-
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sufficiency and communities’ empowerment, an overtly political framing as compared with the previous 

two cases.  

5 Discussion  

In the case studies presented above we have aimed to explore how the conjoined buzzwords 

‘inclusive innovation’ are being framed within the contemporary discourse of development. The 

rise and fall of buzzwords has, according to Cornwall (2007), been an important feature of the 

evolving discourse of development, sheltering multiple, contested political agendas. Overall our 

cases suggest that the Indian rural poor lie at the centre of a battleground where many aspire to 

speak on behalf of their interests in terms of development and the role of science, technology and 

innovation therein. This discursive trading zone - an expression forged by Galison (1995) to 

describe the boundaries between two or more discursive worlds -  is occupied by diverse actors, 

some of whom, such as international donors, NGOs, development agencies and development 

scholars, have been in the arena for decades. Others, such as MNCs, small and medium private 

companies, social enterprises and business and management scholars, are more recent entrants, 

facilitated in part by a discursive bridge between innovation and development in which the 

buzzword inclusion, however framed, is key (Heeks et al, 2014 Fig 3).  

We summarise in Table 4 how this dynamic emerges in the cases considered. The framings of 

inclusive innovation presented are motivated by a mix of social, environmental, cultural, 

commercial and political goals of e.g. empowerment, raising living standards, sustainability and co-

production of profits, set within the situated context in which they find themselves. With regard 

to the poor’s role in the innovation process, the cases present a mix of framings. The role of the 

poor in the ME case is one of producers or, rather, co-producers for the market (Chataway et al, 

2014, p.44). The artisans are framed as skilled workers and the role of the company is not to sell 

them a product or a service but to connect them with new markets, by providing logistics, design 

competencies, expertise and market visibility/access. In the case of the IIMB the poor are 

positioned both as consumers (Chataway et al, 2014, p.42) and as co-producers. Finally, the PSMs 

appear to frame the poor as empowered agents of change, through networks of self-organising 

producers. They aim to empower ‘poor producers’ through the promotion of scientific literacy, 

the upgrading of rural technology and grassroots innovation to enhance indigenous knowledge, 

culture and belief systems, anchored in a Leftist ideology with the purpose of social and political 

empowerment and emancipation.  
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The three cases differ in the normative stances for inclusive innovation. ME’s focus is on the 

productive capacity of rural artisans in a market frame. According to our ME interviewees, rural 

producers are unable to compete in global markets because of their limited productivity and the 

inability to adapt their products to the preferences of e.g. the new emerging Indian middleclass. 

The underlying assumption is that, in order to preserve traditional skills and rural livelihoods, 

artisans should become productive and engage with national and global markets. Similarly, the 

IIMB’s assumption is that the majority of Indians live in backward conditions because there is no 

culture of, or incentives for, innovation and no functioning innovation system. At the same time, 

poverty is usually seen as a delivery issue. Business models, and innovation within these, can and 

should be made more inclusive, leading to more equal distribution of social goods. The PSMs’ 

normative position deviates quite strongly from the other cases in that the majority of Indians are 

seen as being excluded from the benefits of the development project because of oppressive social 

structures that hamper the equal distribution of social goods. Markets they argue cannot be 

inclusive and industrial development is an exploitative enterprise that they contend jeopardizes 

social and environmental integrity. They aim to use science and grassroots innovation to empower 

the Indian poor as communities of independent producers, augmenting their traditional belief 

systems. Inspired by what Levidow and Papaioannou (2017) describe as a  ‘social-collective’ 

mindset, this may be viewed as more of a ‘mobilization’ mode of encounter of grassroots 

innovation with the mainstream, with ‘resistance of grassroots to incumbent regimes, with the aim 

of developing pathways towards alternative innovation systems’ (Fressoli et al, 2014).  

In the three cases inclusion sits within different constellations of buzzwords (Cornwall, 2007). It 

is in these constellations that the notion of inclusive innovation can assume very different practical 

implications and outcomes, depending on which relative position – which world view - it occupies. 

In the ME case inclusive innovation is aimed at increasing productivity, efficiency, empowerment of women, 

self-help and a commitment to ‘educate’ the poor to the notions of ownership and responsibility. In the 

IIMB case, inclusive innovation is associated with buzzwords such as financial sustainability, inclusive 

business, inclusive growth and social enterprise whereas in the PSMs’ case it is aimed at social justice, 

autonomy, self-sufficiency, local communities of producers and appropriate technology.  
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Table 4 Competing framings of inclusive innovation and development 

 Poor’s role   Normative Stances        Innovation           Aspired Goal 
 

Constellation of Buzzwords 

Mother 
Earth 

Poor as producers (of 
goods in a market 
economy paradigm) 
 

• Rural handicraft is fading, rural incomes 
shrinking, artisans must be helped  

• Rural artisans are not competitive 

• Rural artisans must compete on domestic 
and global markets whilst being 
environmentally and socially sustainable 

• Villagers must remain in the rural setting 

• Villagers must be more productive and be 
‘market ready’ 

• Product Innovation (e.g. new 
fibres, new designs) 

• Process Innovation (e.g. frugal 
machinery upgrades, new processes 
for fibre manufacture).  

• Positional Innovation (new ways 
for rural artisans to enter and 
engage with national/global 
markets)   

• Artisans are educated to be 
competitive, raise productivity, 
acquire a sense of ownership and 
access urban markets 

• Self-help groups allow artisans to 
be visible to the formal economy  

• Female empowerment through 
ownership and responsibility of 
production 

• Re-arrangement of time, space 
and the meaning of production 

Inclusive innovation aimed at: 
Market-readiness; Productivity, 

efficiency, empowerment of 
women, self-help, ownership 

and responsibility 

IIMB & 
NSRCEL 

Poor as consumers and/or 
producers in a market 
economy paradigm 
underpinned by 
inclusive business 
models 
 

• The majority of Indians live in backward 
conditions because there is no culture of 
innovation and no incentive to innovate 

• An Indian way to modernity 

• Business can be made more inclusive and 
in doing so lead to a more equal 
distribution of social goods 

• Product Innovation (e.g. new 
affordable construction materials, 
new electrical devices)  

• Service Innovation (e.g. web 
platform for rural artisans)  

• Positional Innovation (e.g. re-
positioning of traditional 
handicrafts for the market) 

• Individual entrepreneurs or 
companies able to address poverty 
and development by developing 
innovative technologies and 
business models that are inclusive 
and financially viable at the same 
time 

Inclusive innovation aimed at: 
Inclusive business, inclusive 

growth, social enterprise, 
financial sustainability 

PSMs Poor as agents of change, 
members of value-
driven, self-sufficient 
community networks   
 

• Majority of Indians are excluded from the 
benefits of the development project 

• Oppressing social structures hamper equal 
distribution of social goods 

• Markets cannot be inclusive, industrial 
development is an exploitative enterprise 
that jeopardizes social and environmental 
integrity   

• Product, process and service 
innovation (e.g. within PTIs) 

• Social Innovation (e.g. new forms 
of organizations to deliver social 
goods such as literacy, and 
scientific education)  

• Paradigm innovation i.e. new forms 
of autonomy and subsistence based 
on local knowledge and appropriate 
technology  

• Science, technology and 
innovation for social and political 
revolution 

• Autonomy, self-sufficiency, local 
communities of producers, 
appropriate technology  

Inclusive innovation aimed at: 
Social justice, transformation, 
self-sufficiency, communities’ 

empowerment, and social 
revolution 
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In all cases inclusive innovation is positioned as an indispensable element for providing 

development solutions for the rural poor. In two of the three cases (ME, IIMB),  despite discursive 

hybridisation, what emerges is a strong connection to the markets framing, one that shares many 

characteristics with an overwhelmingly neoliberal agenda e.g. a focus on entrepreneurs as a 

definition of successful individuals, on consumption or value creation through engagement with 

domestic and international markets, the rationality of self-interested, economic agents and the 

rationalization of production within a monetized economy (Gershon, 2011).  

The PSMs’ case in contrast presents an example of a countervailing framing for inclusive 

innovation that opposes this ‘market-ready’ framing, which they consider as, paradoxically, 

increasing the vulnerability of the poor, exposing them to the volatility of a free market economy 

and creating new forms of social oppression and dependency (Federici 2001; 2010). Their framing 

transcends product, process and positional innovation to present a case of what (Tidd & Bessant, 

2009) have described as ‘paradigm innovation’ i.e. changes to the underlying mental models which 

frame innovation. Within this frame, the term inclusive innovation acquires a very different 

meaning when compared to its framing in the other two cases. Here the goal is the redistribution 

of power, where science, technology and innovation are a means to reshape and transform pre-

existing social and political structures.  

It should be noted that, despite broad alignment of the cases with the categorisation of market–

based versus grassroots modes of innovation described by Fressoli et al, (2014) we witnessed 

overlap and hybridisation (see also Pansera and Owen 2015). This was evident for example in the 

desire in the ME case to foster female empowerment through the construct of the self-help group, 

the desire of PSMs’ activists to create production networks that can compete with MNCs and the 

tacit or explicit association with principles of self-help to varying degrees in all 3 cases.  

The market-based framing observed in two of the three cases was also prominent in a recent case 

study we undertook in Bangladesh (Pansera and Owen, 2015) and has been noted by other authors 

(see for example a recent synthesis by Chataway et al, 2014). This particular framing, we suggest, 

is having constitutive impacts on rural life through a range of innovations across the product, 

process and position space. These include the re-organising of space and time to enhance and 

standardise production observed in our cases, mediated predominantly through the roles and 

activities of women (see Pansera and Owen, 2015; also observed in affluent societies e.g. (LeBaron, 

2010)). We do not argue for or against the view that this re-organization of productive activity 
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provides benefits for those involved. Rather we simply note that it is having impacts on the social 

fabric of rural life through a framing that promotes the creation of individuals who are market 

engaged and market ready (Scott 1995), aiming to create rational economic women and men who 

function efficiently in this context and in doing so, it is hypothesised, empower themselves and 

improve their standard of living. We highlight the discursive power of the umbrella term ‘inclusive 

innovation’ in this regard, one which appropriates other buzzwords that include empowerment 

and self-help to align individual and community goals within a market-ready ideology (Rankin, 

2013). We suggest that the rise of this market-ready framing for inclusive innovation could not 

only have profound social implications but risk marginalising or silencing other framings whilst 

introducing the potential for hegemony.  

6 Conclusions   

We have in this paper explored how the umbrella term ‘inclusive innovation’ is becoming 

translated on the ground within the broader discourse of development. The cases, we argue, 

suggest that the notion of inclusive innovation and its near-synonyms never assume a neutral 

connotation when used in the broader discourse of development. On the contrary, they always 

embody a political dimension, sometimes implicitly, as in the cases of ME and IIM-B, and 

sometimes overtly so, as in the case of the PSMs, shaped by the values, normative world views and 

economic interests of those who advocate them. We suggest that the concept of inclusive 

innovation, and indeed the field of innovation for development more broadly, stands on highly 

contested ground. In this contested space, it is important not to generalise from a limited set of 

case studies. Despite this, we suggest that, while framings are likely to be plural, contested and 

hybrid, there is strong potential for the emergence of a discourse of inclusive innovation for 

development that leverages the rhetoric of inclusion in order to privilege Western-style market-

oriented approaches. What is interesting about this from a policy perspective is its constitutive 

impacts on the ground, where a transformation of pre-existing social practices may be occurring 

and where ideas of time, space and the roles of women are being challenged and reconfigured. 

There exist countervailing voices that continue to open up debate about the roles of science, 

innovation and technological change as instruments for development and social and political 

transformation. However the extent to which these are being overshadowed through a process of 

discursive exclusion (Escobar, 1984; Foucault, 1984; Nicolini, 2012) in which, paradoxically, the 

language of inclusion is playing a central role, remains unclear. The extent to which this has the 
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potential to foster hegemony and market dependency through the exercise of discursive power we 

suggest also requires further investigation. We conclude by arguing then for further critical research 

that explores the framing construction, dynamics and impacts of inclusive innovation for 

development in situated practices in the field, in total providing a richer evidence base for research 

and innovation policy.    
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Appendix A 

Data collected  

Methods Data collected Concepts studied and induced 

Case 1: Mother Earth (ME)   

Observations Observations of 7 management 
meetings, 4 months of observation 
of Self-Help Groups (SHG) 
activities, production activities (field 
notes, video and photos). 

 

Norms, values, routines, 
organizational capabilities, collective 
practices 

Semi-structured interviews with 
Mother Earth executives 

2 interviews Strategy, corporate values, goals and 
motivations 

   

Semi-structured interviews with 
Mother Earth production and 
supply-chain managers 

16 interviews Innovation strategy, sources and 
purpose, organization of 
production, capability building 
process 

  

Documentary evidence Internal reserved and public 
documents, newspapers articles and 
websites links 

Organizational strategy, 
communication and legitimation of 
narratives 

Case 2: Indian Institute of 
Management Bangalore (IIMB)  

  

Documentary evidence Teaching materials, IIMB business 
case studies, publications  

Scientific outcomes, framing of 
innovation for development 

Semi-structured interviews with 
IIMB faculty staff 

10 interviews  Origin of the innovation discourse 
in an Indian context, the role of 
academia in the debate about 
innovation management and the 
discourse of innovation for the poor 
in relation to the notion of inclusive 
business  

Semi-structured interviews with 
NSRCEL social entrepreneurs  

6 interviews Organizational strategy, 
communication and legitimation of 
narratives, corporate values, goals 
and motivations 

Case 3: People’s Science Movements (PSM)  

Semi-structured interviews with 
PSMs activists 

9 interviews Innovation strategy, sources and 
purpose and framing of science & 
technology. 
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Observation 3 weeks of non-participant 
observation, dissemination material, 
case studies, photos, videos 

Norms, values, routines, 
organizational capabilities, collective 
practices 

   

 


