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Abstract

Recent literature on social entrepreneurship has recognised the need to study the impact of contextual factors on the emergence, survival, and growth of social enterprises. However, few studies are from the developing country contexts. Even fewer have examined organisations in the waste management sector with the dual goals of creating a positive environmental impact and maintaining financial viability and growth. There has been significant progress in regulating waste management in India, yet waste remains a complex issue. This paper aims to examine the contextual factors affecting waste management SEs in India and understand their strategic responses to these factors. Results show that despite the enabling environment, significant institutional and socio-cultural challenges exist. However, the SEs have used innovative methods to overcome these.

Introduction
The urbanisation of India has led to a significant increase in the amount of waste generation (Soni and Kumar, 2023). The quantum of waste produced in India is 1,70,338 TPD (Tonnes Per Day), of which 91,512 TPD is processed (Annual Report of Central Pollution Control Board of India, 2021-22. Almost 75% of the solid waste is openly dumped in landfills which become a source of Green House Gas Emissions (Kumari and Raghubanshi, 2023).  A study conducted by the Centre for Science and Environment in 2020 revealed that there are 3159 towering mountains of garbage piled up in landfills, accounting for 800 million tonnes of solid waste. This has emerged as a major source of pollution and has resulted in various health complications (BBC News, 2021).

Currently, the Indian waste management industry comprises big commercial companies, non-governmental organisations, ragpickers, micro, small and medium-sized companies, and Urban Local Bodies. Despite this plurality of players, the sheer scale of waste generation together with its poor collection and disposal contributes to the problem. Additionally, the lack of awareness and compliance of citizens and bulk waste generators makes it difficult to shift the dial on this ‘wicked problem’. 

With their passion for reducing environmental degradation, social enterprises aim to mitigate this problem (Hackett, 2016; Kerlin 2013). However, their survival and growth tend to be impacted by contextual factors (Johnson and Schaltegger 2020; Stervinou et al 2017). Context creates opportunities and barriers for social enterprises and its study can help in understanding the differences in the growth of social enterprises across nations (Scheurle and Schmitz, 2015; Kerlin, Peng and Cui 2021). A favourable context could be in the form of supportive factors such as robust supply chains, communication, availability of talent, finance, and customers as well as technological and knowledge support (Haugh et al 2022). On the other hand, SEs may experience failure due to their inability to achieve competing demands of mission and profits, which is also often influenced by contextual factors such as support from financial and government institutions as well as culture (Esposito, Doronzo and Dicorato 2023; Ometto et al, 2019).

While research on social enterprises has examined various themes including individual experiences of the entrepreneur, social impact, innovation, scaling and more (Saebi et al 2019), studies looking at the impact of external contextual factors on the survival and growth of SEs are limited (Bonfanti et al 2024; Kerlin, Peng and Cui 2021). Even fewer have done so in developing country contexts such as India (Argade, Salignac, and Barkemeyer 2021; Gupta et al 2020), although recently there has been a proliferation of research with India as a geographical focus. Majority of this work investigates SEs working towards providing social value (Ramdani et al 2021; Cherrier, Goswami and Ray 2018) with only some papers looking at environmental SEs (Ghag and Sonar 2023; Ketkar and Puri 2022). 

This paper aims to fill the gap in the literature by examining the contextual factors influencing Indian waste management social enterprises and by analysing these organisations’ strategic responses to the challenges arising out of their context such that they can balance multiple institutional logics. India’s waste problem is of enormous proportion and while the sector witnesses increasing interest by large waste management companies, the sector is impacted by a myriad of institutional complexities. Research suggests that SEs can potentially have a significant role in mitigating environmental pollution by offering innovative solutions (Banerjee and Anand 2021) and hence is a focus of this study.

Literature Review
Contextual Influences on SEs 
Social Entrepreneurship is contextually rooted and emerges out of its sociocultural and institutional settings (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2020) to solve intractable problems using market-based strategies. Context impacts SEs’ ability for opportunity generation, innovation, and gaining legitimacy (Newth, 2016; Weakarkoon, 2021; Hackett, 2016; Bonfanti et al 2024) and it can present opportunities (Stirzaker et al 2021; Scheuerle and Schmitz, 2016). One of the prominent works in the domain is by Kerlin (2017), who proposed a macro-institutional social enterprise (MISE) framework to examine the contextual embeddedness of social entrepreneurship. The framework identifies four macro-institutions: economy, civil society, government and culture, which along with international factors (such as international aid) impacts SE growth and survival. These factors constitute the institutional context in a country and their study provides a holistic understanding of factors that facilitate and impede SE activity and potential impact. There are several other conceptualisations of context in the study of SEs (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2020; Welter, 2011) Even so, the investigation of context in the study of SEs is underdeveloped and instead, it has been examined as a control or moderating variable in empirical studies, used to describe the research setting or future research agenda or simply ‘nice to know’ or taken for granted variable (Chandra and Kerlin, 2021).  
 
Scholarly reviews (Gupta et al 2020; Bonfati et al 2024) propose that contextual settings within the organisation and outside of it, need to be examined to develop SE scholarship. This can aid in understanding and supporting different models of social entrepreneurship suitable to different contextual settings.  An internal context includes strategic choices such as degree of innovation, people management, customer base and so on, while an external context includes formal and informal institutional frameworks, regulatory and socio-cultural environments within a country or a setting (Gupta et al, 2020).  Studies on SE could also focus on the industry or sector as part of the context (Bonfati et al, 2024). In addition, the processes within SEs and the opportunities and constraints arising out of unique contexts could be examined.  
 
External contextual factors, institutions and SE activity 
Contextual influences on SEs have been predominantly analysed through the lens of institutional theory (IT) which proposes that the presence of formal and informal institutions in the form of rules or laws, government bodies and the public sector, businesses, financial institutions, civil society, and culture directly influence SE strategy and decision-making (Stervinou et al 2017; Coskun, Monroe-White and Kerlin 2019; Kerlin 2017). Together, these institutions create supportive and/or inhibiting conditions that impact SE’s opportunity determination, growth, and survival (Argade et al 2021).  
For instance, conditions such as governmental policy (Choi, Berry and Ghadimi, 2020) play a pivotal role in SE intention, opportunity determination, growth, and survival (Bui et al 2023; Arghade et al 2021; Stirzaker et al, 2021; Linzalone and Saganeiti, 2015; Newth and Woods, 2014). On the contrary, the absence of such supporting mechanisms inhibits SE activity (Scheuerle and Schmitz, 2015: Johnson and Schaltegger, 2020; Westman et al, 2022). When no legal provisions for the founding of social enterprises exist or where no special benefits or financial support for the sustenance or scaling of such enterprises is offered (Satar and John, 2016; Ormiston 2023; Gupta et al 2020; Saebi et al 2019; Sahasranamam and Nandakumar 2020), SEs veer towards being self-reliant and fail to scale up. Indeed, a World Economic Forum report (2016) found countries that were frontrunners in terms of governmental support and recognition of the SEs (such as Canada, and the UK) ranked highly on SE activity while several non-western countries lagged. Lack of financial resources and funding and its impacton SEs has been a dominant theme in literature (Bugg-Levine, Kogut and Kulatilaka,2012; Ko and Liu, 2021). 
The sociocultural context including society’s dominant cultural attitudes, values and beliefs also affects the emergence of SE intention (Kruse, 2021, Canestrinoa et al 2020; Brownell et 2024).  The normative pressures such as the cultural conditioning of founders have a significant impact on their SE intention (Welter, 2011). The socio-cultural legitimacy granted to SEs may affect the legal form that these SEs might take, their ability to attract people to work with them, access to financial resources, and more (Bhatt et al 2019). 
How SEs navigate institutional factors 
 
Further, the institutional theory argues that within a macro-contextual setting, organisations tend to adopt ‘isomorphic’ strategies to deal with formal and informal institutional factors and gain legitimacy (Dimaggio and Powell, 1983; Mair and Marti, 2009; Stervinou et al 2017). Pressure to conform may be coercive (arising out of the regulatory environment or mandatory requirements); normative (stemming from the norms, values and expectations of the society, industry or ecosystem) or mimetic (as organisations begin to imitate the successful players to mimic their success). The pressure to conform results in organisations demonstrating homogeneity in their response to institutional factors. 

However, this notion of the primacy of institutional pressures over agency has long been challenged in literature (Oliver, 1991; Cardinale 2018; Munir 2019; Dahlmans, 2023).  Oliver’s seminal paper (1991) argues that organisations tend to exercise a more active choice to manage institutional pressures. Ranging from passive to active resistance to institutional pressures there could be five responses. Acquiescence (adherence to norms) is a passive response to the external environments, but the remaining four namely, Compromise (through bargaining for concessions), Avoidance (a precluding necessity for compliance), Defiance (active resistance to institutional demands), and manipulation (influencing, co-opting and even controlling institutional pressures) are progressively more active. Kerlin, Peng and Cui (2021) tested Oliver’s framework and found that SEs adopted different strategies to manage different institutional pressures. When the pressures were positive in that they supported SE activities, the SEs ‘conformed’. But when these were negative, some SEs chose to avoid the norms by adopting a different organisational form (for profit instead of not for profit). When faced with the need to conform to the economic logic of profit generation, some SEs chose to ‘compromise’ by adopting practices that had a social impact but also used this image to gain legitimacy and thereby earn profits. Similarly, some SEs managed the negative pressures from civil society and societal opinion by adopting manipulation through which they aimed to influence and change public perception about social enterprise, while for positive pressures complied with institutional norms.  
 
Oliver’s work has been further extended by Dalhmans et al (2023) who studied Vocational Education and Training Organizations and found that SEs may adopt a ‘positive approach’ by collaborating and cooperating with external and internal stakeholders and suggested that these two responses are more important than manipulation, defiance, and avoidance. Indeed networking and social partnerships are seen as useful ways to balance contradictory institutional logics and manage institutional pressures (Cherrier, Goswami and Ray 2018; Ciambotti and Pedrini 2021).  
SE scholarship in India 
In a significant departure from the dominant North American and European focus on SEs, recent studies examined contextual influences on SEs (Argade et al, 2021; Tauber, 2021 and Kerlin, Peng and Cui, 2021).  Authors note that contextual factors such as the institutional and socioeconomic environment, cultural ethos and the distinctive histories/ past legacy of a region/country, all impact the form and identity of social enterprises making it imperative to consider diverse perspectives and ‘indigenous research’ in SE scholarship (Bonfati et al, 2024; Singh and Awasthy 2023; Sahay and Sengupta 2018). For instance, Tauber (2021) studied the rise of SEs in Jordan and argued that the authoritarian context is not representative of SEs in other countries. Even within a national culture, particularly diverse countries, institutional pressures, and strategic responses to these might differ across regions. For instance, Argade, Salignac, and Barkemeyer (2021) present the contextual differences across several Indian States, referring to this as the presence of ‘many Indias’ in one country.  

Study of social enterprises in India has received substantial attention in the last few years (Sengupta and Sahay, 2018; Arghade et al 2021). The key challenges for social enterprises in India as highlighted by recent literature include the procurement and management of financial resources (Tirumalsety, R., & Gurtoo, A. 2021), working with or around government policies (Plutshack, et al, 2019), and making a meaningful impact through social innovations (Banerjee and Shaban, 2019).  
Indian SEs have adopted indigenized strategies to manage these challenges. For instance, SEs use "jugaad" (Agarwal et al, 2020) to bricolage (Gupta and Srivastava, 2024). Others simultaneously use strategies of engagement and disengagement in managing government policy (Plutshack et al. (2019). This involves at times actively participating in government collaborations, engaging in networking with government officials and bureaucrats, and also in subtle lobbying. At other times, SEs, disengage by avoiding interaction with the government and instead collaborate with corporate partners on CSR projects, or work with collaborators who secure government contracts and then outsource the work to social enterprises. 

Studies also show that at times SEs may deploy resources that have the closest proximity to the beneficiaries (Hota, et al, 2019; Joshi and Khare, 2021) to gain legitimacy while working with disadvantaged communities and in rural areas. Some of these strategies fall under Oliver’s framework. However, no studies so far apply or extend Oliver’s framework to examine SE response to institutional pressures.  

The current study aims to explore how internal contextual factors (such as people management practices, founders’ background, and more) and external contextual factors such as (industry norms, regulatory forces, and socio-cultural dimensions) impact social enterprises and strategic responses of social enterprises to these.  

Method
The study adopts an inductive and interpretive research design and uses a multi-case study approach to collect in-depth and contextual data (Eisenhardt, 1989). This approach is in line with previous research examining the impact of context on social enterprises (Argade, Salignac, and Barkemeyer 2021; Shahid et al 2023). 

First, as an exploratory phase robust data was collected from one organisation over a period of one year (between 2019-20), and involved field visits, as well as interviewing a sample of employees, customers, and volunteers. In all, five interviews were conducted with several key stakeholders. In addition, an hour-long interview was conducted with an expert who had been closely associated with waste management at a governmental level for over fifteen years. This was supplemented by attending seminars organised on waste management by governmental and non-governmental organisations, and other industry bodies such as the Chamber of Commerce in India. Further, secondary data such as laws on waste management, as on the government website, data and reports available on scholarly sources (Statista, 2022 and Market Research, 2022 were examined. Finally, scholarly research on the waste management sector in India was reviewed to examine existing knowledge and key themes in the field.

This investigation helped the researchers understand the context of the waste management industry in India and the regulations around solid waste management. The exploratory phase highlighted the following.

One, Solid Waste Management Rules in 2016 and other regulatory measures since have set the ball rolling in terms of government action on waste management. These have provided a major fillip to the waste management industry. As a result, the processing of waste in India has increased considerably. Even so, the implementation of the rules continues to be poor due to the lack of intent of waste generators and regulatory bodies. Two, the sector is highly fragmented and the market is dominated by four types of players namely large-sized organisations (often with some technological tie-ups with multinational or international companies) primarily driven by the need for scale and revenue, waste management NGOs that focussed on improving the lives of grassroots waste pickers, the often independent ‘kabadiwalas’ (comprising the informal sector), who have a ‘recycle’ and ‘re-use’ based business model and finally smaller social enterprises which were driven by the passion for the environment and waste management, but wanted to have a financially viable business model. Since these SEs do not have a separate legal status, they are categorised as MSMEs (Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises). Three, the initial interviews pointed to the impact of unique macro-level factors such as laws, social norms and practices on the success of waste management SEs and their ability to manage competing demands. This preliminary study also indicated that the SE sector navigates these challenges through strategies such as working with corporate partners, raising awareness and brand building. To have a deeper insight into the unique contextual factors that impact SEs’ work in India, as well as strategies adopted by these organisations, the pilot study was then followed by data collection from seven social enterprises in India. 
Sample
A combination of purposive and convenience sampling strategies was adopted. Organisations were identified based on three common criteria. First, they needed to fit the definition of MSME (Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises) as provided by the Government of India (https://www.smechamberofindia.com/about-msme-in-india.php). Accordingly, the study focussed on organisations with a turnover of less than Rs. 50 crores for small enterprises. Second these organisations needed to be in existence for at least three years, as evidence shows that 95% of SMEs tend to fail within the first three years (World Bank, 2021) . Finally, in addition to financial viability the organisations needed to have a clear environmental mission. This was important to ascertain as the waste management space in India is considered to be one of the fastest growing sectors and has seen a rise in large organisations starting their operations in waste management in the last few months. Finally, to get better insights into differences that might exist between different states, the case studies were chosen such that they were located in different cities/ states.

Based on the above criteria, twenty-six SEs from across the country were contacted in August 2022, and provided with an information sheet. Seven SEs agreed to participate in the study including the one involved in the pilot study. The Table1 below gives some information about the participating organisations, but the details are kept anonymous in this paper, upon request for confidentiality by most of the respondents. 
Details of the organisations are given in Table 1
	Organisation
	Location
	Scope of work
	Years in existence
	Environmental Goals (not verbatim to conceal identity)
	Turnover
	Sources of data

	 Alpha
	Western India with operations across India

	Composting, Services including CSR and EPR, awareness campaigns
	More than 10 years
	Innovative solutions for waste management,  reduce waste going in landfills, citizen awareness
	Less than Rs R50 crores
	4 interviews (Founder, project manager, business development manager, volunteers); website, internal meetings, grant application

	Beta
	Northern India

	Waste Management
EPR, Recycling, Biomining 
	More than 10 years
	Achieving positive outcomes with respect to people, planet and profit.
	Less than Rs 50 crore per annum
	2 (Founders); Website, grant applications

	Gamma
	Eastern India
with operations across India
	 Waste Collection and Recycling, awareness campaigns
	More than five years
	Reduce waste going into landfill, Reuse what’s possible and Recycle
	Less than Rs 50 crores
	2 (Owner and manager), Website

	Delta
	South India
with operations across India
	Waste Management Services, Consulting, EPR, awareness campaigns
	More than 10 years
	circular economy, have a positive impact on environment and people using technology-based solutions
	Less than Rs 50 crore per annum
	4 (CEO, Managers in different work streams), Website, published case study, impact documents

	Epsilon
	Western India (urban and rural)
	Primarily composting, End-to-end services to assist any waste generator into turning waste neutral. 
	More than five years
	Reduce burning or dumping of waste 
	Less than Rs 10 crore
	Founder- 1; Website, Webinars

	Zeta
	Tier 2 city in Central India
	End-to-end waste management solutions

	More than 10 years
	Using Innovation and technology to solve waste management problems
	Less than Rs 50 crore per annum
	Founder, CEO-2, Website, Webinars

	 Eta
	Tier 2 city in Western India
	Solid Waste management, green cover management, water body restoration
	Nearly 10 years
	Offering systemic solutions for managing the problem of waste
	Less than Rs 10 crore per annum
	Founder -1



Data collection
Based on the five exploratory interviews, secondary data and literature review an interview schedule (Appendix1) was created and used for conducting semi-structured interviews.
Interviews of about 60-90 minutes were conducted with the founder/ owner of these seven SEs. Five of these agreed to give us access to their staff and two suggested that their staff were busy on the ground and would find it difficult to give time. A total of sixteen in-depth interviews of 60-90 minutes were conducted. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. During the interviews, secondary sources of data were collected which included award applications, webinars in which these organisations had participated, and information provided on the SEs' websites. This approach of triangulation helped enhance the validity of the data.



Data analysis
In line with previous studies (Dahlman et al, 2023) a thematic analysis approach was adopted for data analysis. The study utilised NVIVO 14 for managing and analysing the data.  As a first step, the transcripts were imported into NVIVO 14.  Then, the researchers independently analysed and coded five interviews, based on which twenty-six sets of first-order codes were identified. After examining these alongside the research questions, a revised list of first-order codes was created. Subsequently, another set of five interviews was analysed using these first-order codes and the final list was revised which included forty-four codes. This iterative process was done to analyse the remaining interviews. These were then compared with relevant literature (Kerlin et al, 2021; Dahlmans et al, 2023), according to which the codes were grouped into fifteen overarching second-order themes based on broad patterns and re-examined. Finally, six aggregate themes were synthesised from second-order codes based on previous scholarship on the role of context in the study of social enterprises. This iterative process was typical of similar studies in the domain (Misbauddin et al 2022) Table 2 details the final list of codes that were used to analyse the findings. 

	First Order Codes
	Second Order Codes
	Aggregate codes

	1. Lack of resources and priority given to waste management
	Lack of implementation of laws by ULBs
	Regulatory barriers

	2. Bureaucracy
	
	

	3. Regional differences- Lack of consistency (between different players in the ecosystem/ states)
	
	

	4. Corruption 
	
	

	5. Partial compliance by corporates
	Lack of implementation by waste generators
	

	6. Partial compliance by individuals (citizens) and building societies
	
	

	7. 
	 
	 

	8. Lack of traceability of waste 
	Systemic Barriers
	Socio-cultural barriers

	9. Scale of problem and legacy waste (landfill code)
	
	

	
	 
	

	10. Apathy or lack of understanding of waste management
	Attitude and behaviour towards waste
	

	11. Unwillingness to pay for waste management 
	
	

	
	
	

	12. Lack of access to finance
	Resource dependency
	Industry  barriers

	13. Labour issue- absenteeism, Lack of working conditions
	
	

	
	 
	

	14. Competition
	Industry structure
	

	15. Complexity 
	
	

	16. Informal nature of the industry
	
	

	17. Short termism- Waste disposal through W2E (norms)
	 
	 

	
	 
	 

	18. Pro-environmental orientation
	Personal drivers
	Facilitators

	19. Relevant experience 
	
	

	20. Education
	
	

	21. Enabling environment including legislation (For corporates, for citizens- building societies)  
	 Institutional Opportunity
	

	22. Growing awareness of the corporates/ citizens
	
	

	23. Avoiding exposure to malpractices (Not dealing with the ULBs directly)- Having clear guardrails
	Avoidance
	Strategic Response

	24. Reducing resource dependencies
	
	

	25. Slow but steady gains through focusing on niche market
	
	

	26. Partnering with corporates
	Alliance building
	

	27. Capacity building for ULBs rather than directly providing services to them/ mentoring
	
	

	28. Raising awareness
	
	

	29. Focusing on social impact
	Paradox Management
	

	30. Focusing on environmental impact
	
	

	31. Both/ And approach
	 
	

	32. Focusing providing a positive customer experience through process orientation
	Professionalism 
	

	33. Good people management practices
	
	

	34. Organisational Expertise
	
	

	35. Data Management
	Innovation/ Differentiation
	

	36. Innovative/ product or service
	
	



4.0 Results and Discussion 

The analysis of interviews led to two key findings. First, the study confirmed that contextual factors such as regulatory changes, PIBOs, residential communities and civil society have created opportunities for the rise of SEs in waste management. However, government bodies, financial institutions, the labour market as well as the socio-cultural context posed challenges for them. Second, as these SEs balance competing institutional logic of social impact and revenue generation, they adopt strategic responses to manage the contextual factors which help them to ensure survival and growth. The study found that in addition to strategies of ‘avoidance’ and ‘conforming’ (Oliver, 1991; Kerlin, Peng and Cui 2021) SEs extensively adopted innovation (technological and structural innovation) as well as ‘hybrid harvesting’ through developing networks to manage institutional pressures. The following paragraphs examine these findings in more detail.

The impact of regulatory context and the local government bodies

India has made significant progress in waste management, owing to interests and pressures from multiple stakeholders such as national and international environmentally focussed organisations, government, communities, and individuals.  To reduce waste generation and improve disposal, several progressive regulations have been enacted. These efforts have been supplemented with wide-ranging awareness campaigns.  

Swachh Bharat Mission (Clean India Mission) launched in 2014 aimed to solve the problem of open defecation in India at scale by putting in resources and community engagement by running an impactful campaign that was supported by Solid Waste Management (SWM) Rules, 2016. Its urban version was launched in 2021. These provide a comprehensive framework for municipal solid waste management and put the onus of segregation at source on waste generators (which includes households, vendors, event organisers, hotels and more). Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) have the overall accountability for SWM, and their performance is ranked and publicised annually. Plastic Waste Management Rules, 2016, amended in 2023 restrict single-use plastic and mandate large producers, importers, Brand owners, and plastic waste processors (PIBOs) to collect an equivalent quantity of plastic waste introduced by them in the market. E-Waste Rules, 2022 apply to a range of products and focus on the collection of e-waste and its dismantling and recycling.  These rules also aim to improve reporting and traceability of waste. Similarly, Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) rules (2022) put obligations in the form of mandatory targets for recycling and reuse of plastic packaging waste. 

These comprehensive waste management policies are based on the ‘polluter pays’ principle and are intended to create a shift in behaviours and encourage circularity in the system. However, their implementation is dependent on the level of commitment shown by the waste generators and the extent to which they are penalised for non-compliance. Several PBIOs are unsure of their responsibilities and do not comply, while others ‘buy certificates’ to demonstrate their commitment to the EPR obligation. 

Waste generators including corporations, smaller organisations, building societies, and individuals as well as Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) responsible for solid waste management often lack resources in terms of time, expertise, and personnel. The ULBs reach out to expert waste management providers including commercial organisations and smaller SEs, thereby creating opportunities in the sector. The SEs offer the necessary expertise, and waste management solutions and support capacity development in the domain. The following quote illustrates the opportunity generation:

“…the government is coming down hard on brands to fulfil their plastic waste recovery through EPR rules for plastic waste management…this has benefited us on the ground”

The laws also mandate the collection and disposal of multi-layered packaging (MLP) material generated by FMCG companies. However, one of the respondents noted that commercial waste management organisations and recyclers who focus on ‘valuable’ plastics such as PET (Polyethylene terephthalate) tend to ignore low-value MLP. The sheer scale of this type of waste adds to the challenge. The SEs we interviewed, found an opportunity in this ‘not so profitable’ but high-on ‘environmental impact’ segment of waste management. Focusing on this niche market fits well with their mission while providing opportunities for financial viability. The following quote establishes this:

We will not not do a business because it is giving us lower gross margin. We realise that a lot of problems happen… because there isn’t enough money that flows. But just because you want to achieve top lines, not dealing with low margins is not a thought process we have. 80-85% of our e-waste comes from consumer electronics, which is low margin. We are aware of that, we will never say tomorrow that we are not going to manage it because it gives us lower margins than IT electronics, because our approach is holistic. 

Indeed, the change in regulations has generated opportunities for SEs in the waste sector as well as for larger and more commercial waste management companies. Researchers who have examined SEs in India (Argade, Salignac, and Barkemeyer 2021; Goyal, Agrawal and Sergi 2020) suggest that institutional voids (e.g. when markets and facilitating mechanisms are not mature) have led to SE growth.

However, almost all our interviewees emphasised that ULBs lack resources and at times, willingness to enforce the regulation, which hampers the implementation and effectiveness of the rules. 

For example, ULBs, are often inundated with multiple responsibilities including public health, welfare, and safety of citizens and more. As one of the interviewees mentioned ‘Waste is perceived to be a far too complex and long-term problem to fix’. Interviewees expressed concern about the lack of planning and the limited availability of resources (trained manpower, space for segregation) for ULBs, as is evident in the quote below:

The ULB officials are not trained and are not so aware of the ground-level challenges and good waste management procedures…even if they are bringing 80% -90% of the segregated waste to the transfer station after collection, there is no capacity to store it, or there is not enough time to load/unload it at the transfer station and waste tends to get mixed with the compost… It is not the fault of ULB officials...  You rather need hardcore technical skills and planning.

 Without adequate training, planning and infrastructure, and faced with pressures to keep operations cost-effective, the ULBs are forced to partner with independent contractors, selected based lowest bid. In some cases, when the low-cost bidders are selected to work with ULBs as authorised partners to collect and recycle waste, they dump the collected waste at the nearest landfill instead of disposing it responsibly to save costs. 
The quotes below indicate the challenge.

They (contractors) end up being a part of the problem rather than being a solution.  
‘The norm has always been to look for a quick solution or even quick fix’

Interviewees noted pockets of excellence in ULBs but lamented that periodic transfers of senior bureaucrats pose a hindrance to long-term strategy and implementation of waste management. Several interviewees reflected on good initiatives abruptly stopped due to transfer rules. 

Interviewees also alluded to systemic malpractices. Though most were uncomfortable sharing the details, their responses suggested the difficulty they faced when working with the ULBs.  The following quote highlights this challenge
…there is a quid pro quo model. We once went to a place and promised to reduce the cost by about 50-60% (within the first 6 months of our operations). We received a lot of appreciation from them but within three months, we were evicted from the system because every time you innovate you take away money from the system. Inefficiencies exist for a reason. 
Moreover, there are regional variations in ULBs’ success in waste management. A report titled “Waste-Wise Cities”, published in 2021 by the Centre for Science and Environment (CSE) and Niti Aayog found that some cities like Bangalore, Pune and Indore have been far more successful than others Gurgaon and Kolkata. The differences come from the level of urban development and consumption patterns. For example, Uttar Pradesh, the most populous state in India contributes to 14710 tonnes per day (TPD) of solid waste compared to Maharashtra, the second most populous state, which produces 22632.71 TPD (Annual Report on Solid Waste Management 2020-21 by Central Pollution and Control Board, Delhi). The interviewees pointed to variations in local bylaws, availability of financial resources for the ULBs in addition to community attitude towards waste as contributors to the regional disparity. As our respondents noted
The ecosystem in City A is good… it is the urban local body heads- the commissioners who are aligned with the national law on SWM. Therefore, though there is a law by the centre that tells the state to have bylaws… lot of states have bylaws, others don’t… compare that with City B, which has waste-to-energy plants and …believe in treating unsegregated waste)

In City A, we have to be empanelled (open to private companies for managing bulk generators- 100 kilos) by the municipal corporation who do due diligence on capabilities, quality, processes, factory etc. This doesn’t happen in City B- two extremes of the ecosystem. 

City C is far better than City D. City A is better in certain pockets…Local municipal corporations are usually stuck with legacy issues.

Some interviewees highlighted that legacy waste was a bigger problem in some cities compared to other similar-sized cities.

In other words, ULBs lack a structured approach towards waste management and the challenge is compounded due to malpractices and a lack of resources and training. This leads to ineffective implementation of laws. 

SEs acknowledge that despite the challenges faced when working with ULBs, the interdependencies between the two will remain. Our findings show that SEs tend to choose the following responses. They may continue to work with ULBs but through intermediaries via an indirect route. This was achieved through collaboration with independent contractors who had already secured tenders from the government and subcontracted these to SEs. The compromise strategy helped them to overcome the ethical dilemmas by avoiding engaging in malpractices and instead focusing on the environmental impact of their work. 

Alternatively, some SEs decided not to directly work in waste collection but to provide waste solutions to ULBs through consulting and capacity building thereby avoiding the challenges mentioned above. Another way of avoiding working with ULBs was by collaborating with the corporate sector (like-minded companies) to fulfil their EPR obligations. For example one of the SEs partnered with a well-known brand to set up centres for collection of post-use packaging in retail Stores. The CSR funds of this organisation were used for educating customers about recycling.  

The findings corroborate previous work (Argade, Salignac, and Barkemeyer 2021) that highlighted regional variations in contextual factors across India. It also shows that institutional voids have created opportunities for SEs looking to achieve both mission and profit goals (Bonfanti et al 2024). Our study also shows that the SEs demonstrate both passive as well as active strategies, of compromise, avoidance, collaboration, and support to efficiently manage contextual factors. This confirms the findings of Dahlmans and others (2023) that SEs went beyond the strategic responses set out by Oliver (1991) to manage institutional challenges. 
By focusing on the waste management sector in India, our study helps to identify contextual factors, both challenges and enablers as strategic choices that lead to the emergence, growth, and survival of SEs in India. Further, the study explored regional variations in contextual factors across India, which impact the success of SEs.


Access to funding
Procuring funds continues to be a significant challenge for mission-driven social enterprises in waste management as they often work with small margins to focus on their environmental mission. Even though waste is considered a ‘lucrative’ sector, the interviewees noted that because they were registered as commercial enterprises, they receive no special concessions in interest rates that are usually available to NGOs, or any forms of recognition or access to funds. Further, SEs working with investors and non-banking financial corporations (NBFCs) have a ‘perpetual struggle’ to demonstrate return on investment and margins on their work. This is illustrated in the quotes below:
“What can you do in metric tonnes to save carbon emissions, emissions, how many people we have employed, how many are from the lower strata, and how their life changed because of what we do… (these) discussions are not frequent as the discussions around top line and bottom line”.
The lack of traceability of data on waste generation as well as its collection, segregation, recycling, and disposal exacerbates the challenge as it makes it difficult to monitor and demonstrate the impact to funders.   One interviewee mentioned the scale of the problem below:
…150,000 MTs of waste in India and we do not know where 50,000 MT going. This is material- waiting to be tapped, nobody wants to know…without data, it can be difficult to show impact.

Our interviews show that SEs managed the financial challenge in different ways. 

Some partnered with a limited number of impact investors, but accountability for funds remains a challenge as noted in the quotes below:
“We only have one impact investor on board (a Netherlands-based company called X),
who came on board in 2017 and invested in us for the impact but also for the money we?
make them”.

“We have tough discussions with our investors. They are not always aligned and keep having discussions around the bottom line. But we stand for our values.”
Some of the SEs revealed that often the founders drew from their personal funds, and money from friends and family to ensure that continued to have their autonomy and did not have to dilute their mission to generate returns. Others made applications to international bodies awarding good work in the SE sector. This helped them secure prize money which they used for their work, but also helped them get word-of-mouth publicity and legitimacy to attract interested customers who were willing to partner with them despite the higher price of their services.
Three SEs proactively introduced technological innovation in the sector through data management systems to demonstrate impact. For instance, One of the SEs had installed an ERP system throughout their operation. This has helped them achieve seamless integration of all the processes and provide an in-depth understanding of waste as well as operating costs. Another SE used a simple, but replicable SWM model that captures data at every stage of the process. Yet another SE uses standard operating procedures and collects data for assessing impact to their current and potential investors as noted by one of the interviewees:
“...we have the circular impact report, which we show to all stakeholders that we have measured our performance on the KPIs, and these are the numbers (no of people employed, impact of deploying these people as we pay minimum wages, safe working conditions, no child labour). We also track how much waste is recovered, and its end destination. We have about 20-40 indicators that we track and show in our report. It becomes a basis for making pitches to existing as well as new investors, clients.”
Collection of data on waste is seen as a distinctive feature of these SEs and has attracted the attention of several large organisations including multinational corporates which are required to report this information to their head offices based in Europe and the United States. While the role of technology in SWM has been explored by some previous research (Mitra and Deepak, 2024; Charles 2021) it was limited to material recovery and segregation of waste. Although the lack of data on waste was identified in a previous study (Kumar et al, 2017), research in this domain has overlooked the importance of data management for SEs in the waste sector.
Socio-Cultural barriers

Our study found that traditionally while Indian culture promotes reuse, recycling and upcycling of used products, Indians tend not to feel responsible for the waste they generate and also have an aversion towards it.  Lack of segregation at the household level creates barriers to successful waste management. Even though environmental awareness and the need for action have increased, there is a significant gap between understanding waste, intending to do something about it and exhibiting sustainable behaviours on a continued basis. Interviewees noted that people often cited a lack of space, time, and motivation as the reasons for the disconnect. Additionally, alternatives to segregation at source, in the form of outsourcing segregation, coupled with a lack of substantial penalties for non-compliance make action on waste management more challenging. Our interviewees commented:

“People usually keep waste at arm’s length”

“Segregation required touching the waste, which nobody wants to do”

“Waste is not a technical problem in India, it is more of a socio-political problem.”

In another organisation, interviewees provided free eco-friendly shopping bags within the community to cut down on plastic bags but found consumers did not use these long.  Some interviewees attributed the citizen apathy and their need to find ‘low-cost quick fix solutions’ and their ‘price-sensitive’ nature.

The citizens who may understand the importance of waste management, may not necessarily be bothered about its life cycle. One respondent mentioned

“…because the waste is out of their sight, so out of mind…it doesn't matter to them how much of the waste is recovered”

SEs navigate this challenge by focusing on B2B segments rather than the direct consumer. Many of the SEs in our study worked with building societies and large corporations.  This helps them to achieve both mission and profit goals. This is evident in the quote below:

In most of the cases, the consumer does not value the process of waste segregation and management. If I collect the waste from the consumer, the quantity will be less and the purchase price we offer to the consumer would not act as a motivation to manage waste…so I work with companies. 

All the SEs in the study recognised the importance of citizen awareness and conducted such programmes at schools and through webinars.  However, several of them worked with a niche market- corporates and large building societies, instead of individuals. They had also recognised that providing waste management services, free of cost or low margins to compete with some of the unscrupulous contractors was not sustainable. Instead working with committed corporates, and communities helped these SEs meet their goals. The interviewees provided several examples where they decided to forgo potential contracts due to a lack of commitment from the partner. This approach has helped the SEs to create a positive impact while ensuring economic viability and creating a positive brand image of being passionate experts in waste management.  

Through collaboration and networking with like-minded stakeholders to create awareness, and by servicing a B2B market to ensure a substantial impact, these avoided comprising and diluting their mission SEs and instead were able to balance both mission and revenue growth. This confirms the previous literature (Dahlmans, Goessling and Kenis, 2023; Ciambotti and Pedrini (2021) that SEs use multiple strategies to overcome the challenge of citizen apathy by focusing on a community rather than individuals to increase their environmental impact. By demonstrating this in a unique context the study adds to existing literature. 


Another cultural dimension unique to India is the labour market for the waste management sector. Most interviewees recognised that waste collectors are the ‘backbone’ of the sector but also that their work is often plagued with a multitude of challenges including social stigma, poor pay, lack of safety considerations and technology, exposure to hazardous materials, and more. Many ragpickers are women and belong to the underprivileged ‘castes’ that are socially ostracized, resulting in the undervaluation of their work. Our interviewees noted that household waste collectors aren’t offered drinking water in the same tumbler as the other household visitors. This has been perpetuated through generations. In the absence of training on the segregation of waste and lack of access to safety equipment, traditional practices added inefficiencies to the system. While this attitude has somewhat changed over time, it remains in the psyche of people. Our findings therefore demonstrated an intersectionality between caste, social class, and gender in the waste management sector.

All the SEs in the sample, support grassroots ragpickers by either employing them directly or by training them on segregation and processing of waste and paying for their services. One of the SEs responded by starting a foundation for the well-being of the female waste pickers while another employed them and developed them to become supervisors.

To overcome the labour issues, SEs encourage their key partners including ULBs and contractors to ensure minimum wage, better working conditions and training for waste pickers. Some of the larger SEs recruited waste pickers as permanent employees.  This helped in improving the living conditions of the waste pickers while decreasing their absenteeism and attrition. Through these efforts, the SEs are working to reduce the stigma attached to being a waste picker in Indian society. One of the SEs worked with ULB to hire workers from marginalised groups such as former sex workers and transgender people. Through these responses, SEs are working to achieve their environment and social mission by contributing to formalising work in the sector.

The SEs’ responses to deeply rooted cultural challenges are examples of innovative strategies. Rather than a passive acquiescence to contextual factors, they proactive influence change thereby gradually transforming the sector through improved working conditions and capacity building.  

Recognising the unique institutional and cultural dimensions (Singh and Awasthy (2023) this study addresses the calls to examine SEs through the lens of their context and thereby adds to scholarship in the field.

Conclusion

The study aimed to explore contextual factors that affected waste management SEs in India. Further, it examined the strategies adopted by these organisations to address challenges and opportunities. While the evolving context of India due to its recent economic development and emphasis on sustainability facilitated the growth of SEs in the sector, there were numerous challenges- lack of implementation of regulation, lack of access to funding and cultural beliefs about waste. SEs adopted innovative approaches to overcome these. They primarily used three strategies namely, avoidance, collaboration through hybrid harvesting and innovation. The study contributes to the literature by examining an overlooked sector in the arena of social entrepreneurship, as most of the studies from India have examined SEs in the social sector. Even those which explore environmental issues mainly look at renewable energy and sustainable entrepreneurship. 
 However, the study only included seven waste management SEs, somewhat narrowing the scope of the findings and its generalisability. Future studies could consider a more representative sample from across the country to provide a more nuanced understanding of SE activity in this sector. 
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Appendix 1
1. Please tell us something about yourself and the organisation.
a. Any formal mentoring/training in this field?
b. How many employees?
c. Main phases in the journey? 
d. Products and Key stakeholders/ customers?
e. Key successes and failures
f. Vision and key objectives.
2. Why do you define yourself as a social enterprise? Do you find that trying to achieve both mission and profit can be difficult? Examples- How do you make sure that revenue doesn't suffer when you go after mission and visa-a-versa
3. What are the main challenges you face and how do you navigate these? Examples
4. How difficult has it been to secure finance and how do you navigate this? Explain
5. Are there supportive mechanisms that help you achieve your objectives? Explain. How do you use these to promote social and economic benefits? Examples.
6. How is the industry evolving- Customers, Legal structure, partners, networking etc? Examples
7. What are your plans for scaling?
8. Where do you see the industry/your organisation going in the next 3-5 years? 
9. Do you have any questions for us?



