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Abstract 

Business practices are often highlighted by development studies for their contribution 

to the resilience of the rural population. However, business contributing to rural 

development has to fulfill distinct characteristics and roles compared with urban 

counterparts. Commercial organizations that are solely targeting economic growth 

and lacking social aspects of development might not contribute to the overall 

sustainability of the region. This paper draws on three notions discussed in the 

literature -social innovations, sustainable rural development, and bridging 

organizations- to illustrate the relationship between business activities and rural 

capital. Two textile craft initiatives from rural India, Kala Raksha and Khamir, were 

investigated in order to trace the developmental roles and characteristics of business 

in rural. The research identifies a set of rural social innovations and elaborates on their 

five bridging roles contributing to the development of the region. Findings indicate 

that social innovations playing bridging roles have the potentials to contribute to the 

sustainability of rural enterprises and the development of the region.  
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1. Introduction   

The dramatic rise in the population of urban settlements has been a global phenomenon. 
According to the United Nations, almost 68% of the world population will be living in cities by 2050. 
The major reasons behind the urban migration in the last decades are rather economic. Availability 
of job opportunities and access to a wide range of services attracts more and more people towards 
cities while rural areas, especially in underdeveloped countries, continue to struggle with a lack of 
livelihoods, technology, and basic public services. Nevertheless, problems faced in rural areas are 
not homogenous. While in underdeveloped countries rural backwardness might be a part of the 
debate, in developed nations, issues such as automation of agriculture and farming activities are 
seen as critical aspects driving urban migration.  

Though agricultural activities tend to lose economic viability in many geographies, farming still 
constitutes an important part of rural employment. The critical share of rural in the overall 
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sustainability of the world indicates that the resilience of cities is very much dependent on the 
existence of a resilient rural. Moreover, holding most of the natural reserves, rural areas in 
developing countries are fighting climate crisis and struggling to overcome adverse effects of 
globalization, which still keeps sustainable rural development at the political agenda (Ellis & Biggs, 
2001; Pender et al., 2012; Yılmaz & Tolunay, 2007). 

In the last decades, sustainable rural development approaches evolved in different forms, 
mostly from top-down to bottom-up initiatives, but often these approaches are focused on creating 
livelihoods for the rural population (Ellis & Biggs, 2001). Interpretations of the sustainable 
livelihoods approach specifically underline the critical role of entrepreneurship while bringing 
creative destruction and endogenous development theories into the debate (Krantz, 2001; Reinert 
& Reinert, 2006; Schumpeter, 1934; Scoones, 2009). Creative destruction is explained as a process 
of industrial mutation and a virtuous cycle of change in the economic structure which happens as 
the new continuously destroys the old (Reinert & Reinert, 2006). Today, fostering innovation and 
entrepreneurship is essential for most of the sustainable rural development practices. Particularly, 
neo-endogenous development approaches aim to mobilize rural resources through innovation and 
entrepreneurship (Atterton et al., 2011; Gkartzios & Lowe, 2019). Additionally, entrepreneurial 
initiatives enable resilience by increasing economic diversity. According to Steiner and Atterton 
(2015) rural businesses improves resilience (i) directly by creating local employment, availability of 
local products and services, (ii) indirectly by positive outcomes of increased employment such as 
reducing out-migration. This article focuses on the development of rural areas in developing 
countries while elaborating the discussion around neo-endogenous development approaches, rural 
enterprises and social innovations. 

The positive impact of business and specifically social and inclusive business models on the 
reduction of poverty in developing countries were stressed by numerous papers and reports 
(Bayraktaroğlu, 2020; Borzaga et al., 2008; Nelson & Prescott, 2003; WBCSD, 2005). As the positive 
impact of local business is underlined by development studies, understanding the characteristics of 
rural enterprises has become more and more important. Though, agriculture is often accepted as 
the major economic activity in rural, non-farm employment is an important element of rural 
resilience and economic diversity. Increased consumerism and rapid technological changes compel 
us to rethink the agriculture-oriented understanding of rural business practices. Additionally, in the 
last decades, development plans solely focusing on farm employment have shifted towards more 
diversified models of livelihoods (Reardon et al., 2007). The strategy behind such a shift is not about 
reducing the role of agricultural production but on the contrary, increasing the resilience of the 
rural economy. According to UNDP (2014) resilience of a community help people dealing with crises 
and problems and in the context of rural development, resilience is about the development of 
institutions facilitating societal robustness (King, 2008). 

Among all other non-farm livelihoods, craft production is still a potential economic activity for 
many rural communities. While rural crafts are strongly related to indigenous knowledge and 
regional resources, the success and revival of craft business often depend on vital connections of 
external networks. In order to survive in competition, craft enterprises need enhanced market 
knowledge and better production capacities. The aim of this paper is to improve understanding of 
how social innovations contribute to rural development. The paper uses bridging originations as a 
concept to define the role of social innovations and illustrates the linkage between social 
innovations and rural development through two cases from rural India. The first part of the article 
focuses on rural business and innovation, which is followed by a section describing rural social 
innovations and their bridging roles. Presented two cases illustrate and extend the debate on how 
social innovations enhance the sustainability and embeddedness of rural businesses.   
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2. Characteristics of rural business 

Although it is often associated with agricultural production and low population, the meaning of 
rural is a considerably complex term and there is no agreement on a single definition for all 
purposes (Gülümser, 2009). General criteria used for definitions include aspects such as population, 
proximity, degree of urbanization, principal economic activities and work commutes (Cromartie & 
Bucholtz, 2008; Hart et al., 2005). Often relative inaccessibility of goods and services, 
disconnectedness from external networks describe rurality. Similarly, absence of infrastructure and 
technology compound, unavailability of market information, and limitedness of human resources 
are common obstacles of rural business. However, social cohesion and having a sense of community 
signify strong aspects of rurality in the context of business. Diverse farm activities, tourism, home-
based businesses, and creative industries are business models frequently established in rural areas.  

Increased interconnectedness and interdependencies between rural and urban economies 
make it impossible to identify a rural business just by its location. For instance, business models 
located in urban areas sometimes play a critical role in the development of rural communities. 
While, those established in rural areas, due to their strong connection and dependency to urban 
networks, might show limited embeddedness to local. A hotel located in a rural area serving 
tourists, and not creating employment for the rural population would not be a genuine example for 
rural businesses creating value for the region. At this point, it’s necessary to recall that rural is not 
a geographic but a social term. Thus, debates discussing common characteristics of rural businesses 
should go beyond the simple geographic identifications. For instance, Bosworth and Turner (2018) 
offer three criteria to identify a business as rural. According to the authors, a rural business needs 
to fulfill two of the following three criteria; serving a rural population, selling a rural product, and 
being located in a rural area. However, being identified as rural according to those criteria doesn’t 
necessarily assure positive impact to development of communities. 

The social cohesiveness of small communities dispatched from the urban corresponds to the 
character of rurality. Thus, business models focusing solely on economic growth and overlooking 
social aspects of sustainability often fail to create a long-term impact in local. In this perspective, in 
addition to commercial innovations, social innovations are also critical for the long-term success of 
rural businesses. Thus, this article moves beyond the general definition of business focuses on social 
business models and their bifocal goals. Social business models often embody both economic and 
social value production in the core of their business logic. The relative ratio of social and economic 
goals, and types of the business model may vary for each organization. For instance, UNDP (2014) 
examines socialness of business models in four categories: Corporate Social Responsibility, Social 
Enterprise, Inclusive Business and Mainstream Business. According to this categorization, it is 
expected that the density of social and developmental goals would be maximum at corporate social 
responsibility initiatives and minimum at mainstream businesses. Those definitions are obliged to 
be rediscussed according to rural development context. In order to examine the interaction 
between rural businesses, social innovation, and development, we need to gain a deeper 
understanding of the nature of rural business. In this manner, this article employs a broadly 
accepted rural capitals framework to study the role of business activities in rural development. 

Rural capitals framework coined by Castle (1998) is a comprehensive tool to study rural and 
specifically helpful to elaborate notion of creative destruction in neo-endogenous development 
approaches (Chevalier & Vollet, 2019; de Fátima Ferreiro & Sousa, 2019; Gamito & Madureira, 
2019; Losada et al., 2019; Rantamäki & Kattilakoski, 2019). Rural capitals framework identifies the 
following four capitals: man-made, natural, human, and social capitals. Natural capital includes all 
kinds of natural resources. In the case of business, sustainability, quality and efficiency of natural 
capital are essential for the success of a rural enterprise. Moreover, natural capital often facilitates 
certain types of commercial activities and innovation in rural business models. A strong and 
respectful relationship between inhabitants and natural capital creates a deeper understanding of 
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the environment and its use. Such a profound relationship would also reduce the alienation from 
the work. While rural businesses are expected to exploit natural capitals for being embedded in the 
region, in return, they should enhance the sustainability of natural resources too. Degradation of 
natural capital would eventually terminate the economic activities of an enterprise. Moreover, 
unforeseen change in the quality and quantity of natural capitals also creates complications in 
business processes.  

Man-made capital is identified as physical or embodied capital including the built environment, 
infrastructures and available technologies. In the context of business processes, man-made capital 
directly influences economic performance and success. However, specifically in rural business 
processes, technological appropriateness has a catalyzer effect for long term attainment. If a 
technology is not customized for the needs and capacities of locals, it would not be embedded in 
and eventually would create a dependency on external actors. For instance, if adopted high-tech 
water dripping technology is too complex to use and maintain for locals, and its spare parts are not 
available or economically viable for rural farmers, it would create an additional dependency on 
external actors. Instead, a sustainable and appropriate technology would increase the resilience 
and independence of rural initiatives. While human capital is principally related to the rural 
population and their capacities; social capital refers to networking, trust and relationships within 
communities. Embedded and autonomous relationships that constitute social capital, eventually 
foster local economic development (Woolcock, 1998). 

Another aspect often discussed in the literature is the embeddedness of a rural business. 
Greenberg, Farja and Gimmon (2018) in their article describe double-layered network 
embeddedness for enhancing the growth potential of the local businesses. According to the 
concept of embeddedness, economic activity is described through interests and a system of social 
relations. Embeddedness in a rural business network catalyzes actors to collaborate, to be exposed 
to information, to build trust between members and groups, and to spread ideas and innovation. 
Steiner and Atterton (2015) describe community resilience as a combination of social, economic, 
and environmental factors such as a viable local economy, social capital, and engagement quality 
of the local environment. Socially aware rural initiatives and their owners consciously use and 
enhance the main aspects of social capital such as co-dependence, reciprocity, and collective 
activity (Shucksmith, 2010). 

In summary, similar to urban counterparts, rural business models also necessitate innovation 
and creative destruction. However, social, economic and environmental sustainability should not 
be overlooked in business processes. Thus, facilitating social innovations in addition to commercial 
initiatives would eventually enhance rural capitals. Moreover, created social value is critical for the 
embeddedness and resilience of rural businesses. The next section discusses the role and types of 
social innovations in the context of rural development. 

3. Identification of Rural Social Innovations 

The characteristics of rural entrepreneurship are different from urban due to distinctive market 
forces and consumer demand. Resource unavailability and the absence of consumers able to pay 
higher prices for novel products and services often promote an environment in favor of necessity-
based entrepreneurs (Sonne, 2010). In this manner, rural entrepreneurs tend to stand on existent 
resources and knowledge which limits the innovation potential as experienced in urban 
organizations. However, the intrinsic value of local knowledge and resources, specific expertise in 
local circumstances, and availability of region-specific tacit knowledge enhance numerous types of 
innovations such as frugal innovation, jugaad innovation, Gandhian engineering (Basu et al., 2013; 
M. B. Zeschky et al., 2014), bricolage innovations and pro-poor innovations (Berdegu, 2005; 
Paterson et al., 2007; Sonne, 2010). Though such bottom-up innovations are often expected to be 
inadequate to reach global markets, they have individual aspects fostering local development. For 
instance, frugal innovations provide economically efficient, appropriate, adaptable, affordable and 
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accessible products and services developed to solve challenges specifically in BoP markets (Basu et 
al., 2013; M. Zeschky et al., 2011). 

Innovation studies in the last decades brought several taxonomies, from technical 
improvements to novelties in management or social problems, to discuss the popular phenomenon 
(Garcia & Calantone, 2002). In general terms, innovation refers to the alteration of the present 
situation in order to offer added value. According to OECD (1999) innovation process has a series 
of activities including scientific, technological, organizational, financial and commercial. Innovation 
is a crucial aspect of any developmental intervention intending to yield from creative destruction. 
However, innovation processes in rural organizations do not necessarily strive for a scientific 
breakthrough. Without compromising from rural-urban cooperation, primary goals of innovation in 
rural should be enhancing wellbeing, livelihood opportunities, socio-spatial justice and resilience 
(Gkartzios & Scott, 2014; Lowe et al., 2019). 

Employing the concept of rural capitals, it is expected that developed innovation should exploit 
different forms of rural capitals while local knowledge has to be translated and shared between 
actors (Bayraktaroğlu, 2020). In this sense, social capital and quality of social networks emerge as a 
critical aspect in the utilization of resources (Bosworth and Atterton, 2012). Moreover, when 
innovations lose their connection with the local social needs, they refrain from embeddedness. 
Thus, not only the technological and commercial but also social aspects of innovations are essential 
to be discussed in the context of rural development. In this viewpoint social innovation acts as a 
bonding concept and in this article the bridging roles of social innovations are underlined to link 
rural enterprises and sustainable development. 

Social innovations are often defined as a better, more sustainable or more efficient alternative 
(Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010; Hubert, 2010; Murray et al., 2010; Phills et al., 2008; White, 2008) that 
seeks behavioral change in the community (Jegou & Manzini, 2008), contains a clear social purpose 
(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014) in order to meet unmet needs (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Phills et al., 2008; 
Pol & Ville, 2009). United Nations Conference on Science and Technology (UNCSTD) coins three 
categories for the definition of social innovations: 

· What it is definitions focus on innovation as an outcome. In such a definition social 
innovation can be a law, a social network, a profession or training, a value or a norm. 

· Who can make it definitions focuses on the initiators of social innovations. In this case, 
actors might be entrepreneurs, policymakers, NGO’s, managers and so on. 

· How to make it definition focuses on the process of social innovation and comes up with 
definitions such as top-down, bottom-up, systematic or trial and error. 

Social innovation is a distinct type of innovation that can occur in any sector and brings 
measurable improvements to existing structures, which are often context-specific and multi-
layered. They change social relations with regard to governance, enhance societal resilience, and 
increase beneficiaries' socio-political capabilities and access to resources. However, those 
definitions don't really provide a clear distinction between profit-seeking business innovations and 
social innovations. One may easily claim that almost all product or service innovations seek to 
satisfy the needs and wants of consumers. In this manner, they all tend to meet unmet needs and 
aim to improve the quality of life for as many people as possible. The literature stresses that genuine 
social innovations don’t really focus on the need that can be satisfied by market forces. On the 
contrary social innovations target problems neglected by the private or public sector (Borzaga & 
Bodini, 2014; Pol & Ville, 2009). 

In any case, it is still hard to put clear borders between pure social innovations and commercial 
innovations. Frequently the initiator of social innovation, either from a not-for-profit or for-profit 
organization, fosters both commercial and social innovations together by providing bifocal changes 
(Pol and Ville 2009). While competitive forces are the main drivers of commercial innovations, social 
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innovations are often shaped with and for the community. In such a case society act as both the 
innovator and the receiver of the value. 

Issues dealt with social innovations vary in different parts of the world. For instance, in Europe, 
austerity, budget cuts, unemployment, aging, migration, and climate change are common unsolved 
problems. Those issues are not profitable enough for the business to focus on while often the public 
sector is not capable to address them adequately (Pisano et al., 2015). In such a situation new 
structures and hybrid organizations are established by the collaboration of civil society and other 
sectors (TEPSIE, 2014). In the context of rural development, pure social innovations are frequently 
conducted by government and multinational development agencies. Such direct interventions 
often solve problems in short term but do not necessarily increase local capabilities to create long-
term successful entities. This paper tries to draw a linkage between rural enterprises and 
developmental efforts through social innovations.  

Social innovations might be tangible or intangible interventions. For instance, one of the most 
frequently discussed social innovation The Grameen Bank is a type of organizational innovation 
aiming to solve a common problem of inaccessibility to financial support. Microcredit in this manner 
is a new definition and change in the organizational structure of banks to make their services more 
inclusive. The introduction of new technology such as water wells established in arid habitats would 
be a tangible example focusing on a fundamental need. In the context of rural development, 
Butkevičienė (2009) identifies numerous possible social innovations, which are: 

· New services  
· New education courses for rural people  
· New ways of farming such as ecological farming  
· Formation of local action groups  
· Electronic social innovations; public internet access points, digital promotion and 

advertisement  
· The change in attitudes  
· Consolidation, community development, making things together  
· New knowledge for making a profit  
· Environmental protection 
· New organizational forms 
· Improvement of life quality  

Enhanced by tacit and explicit local knowledge, social capital and strong social networks improve 
the impact and emergence of potential social innovations. In this manner, rural enterprises can act 
as change agents of social innovations. This article applies the concept of bridging organizations to 
further elaborate the linkage between social innovations derived by rural enterprises and 
development efforts. Rural enterprises are expected to exploit rural capital while developing social 
innovations and bridging roles work as an organizing concept to discuss the links between social 
innovations to rural capital. 

The concept of bridging organizations is discussed in adaptive governance literature. Bridging 
organizations are often highlighted with their capacity of dealing with uncertainty by fostering 
collaboration and trust between actors, and linking local communities with governments (Brown, 
1991; Hahn et al., 2006; Ness et al., 2007). Moreover, bridging organizations foster the exchange 
and translation of knowledge between local and extra-local actors. According to Brown (1991) 
bridging organizations also works as a facilitator of the establishment of local organizations, 
horizontal linkages, grassroots influence in policy disseminating new visions, and organizational 
innovations. Castro-Acre and Vanclay (2020) in their study discuss the following five distinct roles 
bridging organizations play as social innovation initiatives for rural development.  
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The network enabler role is identified as creating a linkage between actors and networks 
interested in the development of the region. In this sense fostering collaboration in vertical and 
horizontal levels arises as central for the bridging function. Moreover, diversity and strength of 
network connections influence the economic and social success of business models. The more an 
organization infuses in distinct networks, the better utilizes knowledge flow. The knowledge broker 
role provides a forum for knowledge sharing, creation and translation. Organizations and actors 
identify different qualities of local knowledge and exchange translated knowledge between nodes 
of the network. In an innovation process, knowledge brokerage plays a key role in developing novel 
ideas. Similar to knowledge brokering, the resource broker role is related to enhancing a wider 
network to identify, provide and transform local and extra-local resources. Resources vary from 
tangible to intangible entities such as raw materials, development funds, agricultural products or 
traditional knowledge of making. Bridging institutions move beyond their self-interests and focus 
on the overall benefit of as many actors as possible. In this perspective, they understand the needs 
and expectations of all participants of the network to reach balanced transactions. The 
transparency and conflict resolution agent role is described as a part of organizational governance. 
Authors exemplify this role as project leadership, fair decision making, solving individual problems 
transparently, and convincing all actors of the network in the decision-making process. 
Organizational social innovations enhancing collaborative decision-making processes might realize 
this role. The shared vision champion role provides alignment of actors, knowledge, resources, 
goals, strategies and aspirations. Organizations often play this role by the introduction of training 
and educations, inclusive strategies, trademarks, and movements.  

4. Methodology 

Rural enterprises targeting regional development and having either commercial or social 
purposes in the core of their business logic has to conduct social innovations playing bridging roles. 
In order to discuss social innovations and corresponding bridging roles, this paper focuses on two 
successful examples established decades ago in rural India. Struggling with economic problems and 
political conflicts, India is a remarkable country with its unique socio-cultural fabric. The second-
largest populated nation of the world encompasses a vast array of geography, history, and culture. 
Craft practice survives as a response to overcome the daily problems of the underserved rural 
population. Moreover, throughout history, India has employed numerous development approaches 
to improve the livelihood potentials based on craft to initiate sustainable rural development. Thus, 
two craft initiatives from rural India were chosen for this article. The cases discussed in this paper 
were first presented as a part of the Ph.D. research in 2014 (Bayraktaroğlu, 2014). The dissertation 
focused specifically on the designers’ roles in enabling social innovations in seven rural initiatives 
practicing different craft traditions and facilitating sustainable rural development. However, for this 
article, two cases were selected and revisited for elaborating the rural innovation debate within the 
light of a new concept 'bridging roles’. 

The case study method is an appropriate and frequently used approach to discuss and identify 
a phenomenon (Stake, 1995) such as the complex and unique nature of social innovations enabled 
by organizations in India. To understand the roles, capabilities and network of the organizations, 
several data collection methods were employed including face-to-face semi-structured interviews 
with key people, archival research, and personal observations. Selected cases are well known best 
practices creating social and economic development for local people. Moreover, they constitute 
the key actors of the craft ecosystem of the region. To have a comprehensive understanding of each 
business model, the analysis of collected data realized through the use of SWOT analysis, Activity 
System Maps, Business Model Canvases. and Actor-Network Maps. 

The research focuses on the business models and actors of the reviewed two initiatives which 
are both not for profit organizations. The first level of analysis focuses on business models and 
strategies, the second level of analysis focuses on the craft network as the relationship of actors. 
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SWOT analysis reveals the overall strategic position of an organization through identified strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Activity System Map, coined by Porter (1996), elaborates 
strategies and activities in a relationship model which allows examination of the logic of a business 
model. During the analysis phase, SWOT and Activity System Maps were followed by Business 
Model Canvas which were used to gain a better understanding of each organization. Osterwalder 
and Pigneur’s (2011) Business model Canvas is a practical and effective tool to examine and visualize 
the relationship between business logic, resources, value propositions, and customers. 

5. Bridging Roles of Local Craft Initiatives  

Kutch, the largest district of India, is well-reputed with the great salt desert and rich handicraft 
traditions. The region is located at the Pakistan border of the country where the intersection of 
cultures and communities creates the unique socio-cultural fabric of the region. Inadequate 
economic activities of salt production and cement industry don’t truly create livelihood 
opportunities for all inhabitants. In this manner craft production stands out as a prominent 
economic activity. The region takes its share from funds supporting the establishment of various 
organization types driving the craft sector. Another reason for the grants in the last decades was 
governmental efforts aiming to bind up wounds of the 2001 dated massive earthquake which 
heavily devastated the region.  

Among all variety of Kutchi craft practices, textile artisans are well accepted by national and 
international markets. World-famous Kutchi embroidery craft had been mainly practiced by women 
and passed from generation to generation. The commercialization of handcrafted textile products 
of the region had been an important income generation activity since the 1960s. Especially after 
the earthquake, in order to survive, locals had offered their family heritage to local markets. Since 
last decades, diverse types of business models established in the region aiming to mobilize local 
artisans and to exploit rural capitals. This article focuses on two not for profit organizations 
maintaining a unique ecosystem of social innovations and development in the region.  

The first organization, Kala Raksha was founded in 1993 as a not for profit organization aiming 
to preserve traditional arts and crafts. The organization’s innovative branch Kala Raksha Vidhyalaya 
aims to support local artisans with formal design education. The school has been recognized by 
UNESCO’s Artists in Development Program and received financial support from the world. Kala 
Raksha works with hundreds of artisans from seven communities living in 25 different villages. 
Additionally, the founder and former head of the organization, Judy Frater, was awarded an Ashoka 
Fellowship in 2003, the Sir Misha Black award in 2009, and The Pillar of Hindustani Society award 
in 2009.  

Judie Frater, the founder of the organization, shows an immersive dedication to the preservation 
of local embroidery and craft culture since the 1990s. The organization established a resource 
center and a museum in which continuous research and documentation projects are conducted. 
Moreover, Kala Raksha’s key activities include developing marketable products and providing 
artisans with links to external markets for generating regular income. In this manner, the 
organization doesn’t replicate traditional designs and goes beyond them by employing continuous 
product innovation so that acts as a fashion brand. The initiative even conducts regular exhibitions 
in big cities to increase brand value. The design team of Kala Raksha focuses on analyzing market 
trends and using resources to answer those trends with marketable products. At this point, it is 
necessary to underline that Kala Raksha keeps its focus on traditional motifs and techniques to fulfill 
its main goal of preservation. 

The second initiative, Khamir, was founded as a joint initiative of Nehru Foundation for 
Development and Kachchh Nav Nirman Abhiyan in 2005 with the goal of being a platform 
representing and fostering Kutch Craft Heritage as a whole. Khamir expands its focus beyond 
embroidery and textile craft by embracing all traditional handicrafts of the region including leather, 
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metalwork, pottery, printed and hand-woven fabric, namda and rogan painting. Khamir works with 
diverse artisan groups and focuses much more on product innovation. Being a part of a large 
network composed of various actors, the organization tries to promote local craft for generating 
income and expanding its developmental influence on locals through social innovations. Both 
organizations exploit rural capitals and enhance the development of the region by the introduction 
of numerous social innovations (Table 1). 

Table 1 Identified social innovations 

Types of Social 

Innovations 

Kala Raksha Khamir 

New services -Craft tourism. -Craft tourism. 
-Designer residencies. 
-Craft studios. 
-Raw materials depot 

New education 
opportunities for 
rural people 

-Design courses for artisans to increase 
their capabilities. 

-Training and education for artisans. 
-Fundamental education for children. 

New and sustainable 
ways of farming 

 -Introduction of Organic Kala Cotton. 
-Supporting the use and conservation of plant-
based dyeing. 
-Use of dye-free camel wool. 

Formation of Local 
Action Groups 

-KARVADA (the designer artisan alumni 
group) 

-Supporting establishment of local Self-Help 
Groups 

Electronic social 
innovations 

-Online resource database. -Websites -Online exhibitions. 
-Websites 

Attitude changes -Change in attitudes of artisans through 
increase in the pride of craft making. 
-Positive change in young generation’s 
perception of craft. 
-Co-working with professional 
designers. 

-Increased pride of artisanship. 
-Co-working with professional designers. 

Community 
development 

-Artisan designer community -Involving local people and civil initiatives into 
the innovation process restores the community 
linkages. 

New knowledge for 
making profit 

-Craft tourism. 
-Introduction of new garment designs 
using traditional embroidery and 
motifs. 

-Craft tourism. 
-Introduction of new designs, new materials used 
in textile production. 
-Organic cotton farming 

Environmental 
protection 

 -Supporting organic farming. 
-Using recycled plastic as weaving material. 
-Supporting use of natural dyes. 

New organizational 
forms 

-Involving artisans in decision making 
process for design, marketing and fair 
wages. 

-Relationship with designers to involve them in 
the innovation process. 

Improvement of life 
quality  

 

-Income generation and education 
opportunities for rural community. 
-Development activities aiming to 
improve health conditions. 

-Income generation activities through employing 
artisans, training and employing them in the 
organization.  
-Social security programs, health and safety 
improvement activities. 
-Supporting artisans with finance and credits. 
-Supporting appropriate technology 
development. 

Both organizations contribute to the development of the region by interweaving clear business 
purposes with goals to improve the needs of the local population. In this manner, listed social 
innovations mostly have bifocal character supporting economic and social developments. 
Moreover, both organizations manage to conduct a sustainable relationship between business 
goals and rural capitals. The listed social innovations (Table 1) are interlinked with vertical and 
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horizontal networking, business practices, sustainability interventions and capability 
improvements. The next part of the paper employs a bridging role as a framework to discuss how 
identified social innovations contribute to sustainability. 

5.1. Network Enabler Role 

Connecting actors and networks might be the essential role of any rural enterprise targeting 
sustainability. Actors who are either interested in the development of the region or simply 
benefiting from being a part of the network seek access points to the ecosystem. Both organizations 
discussed in this article, Kala Raksha and Khamir, have strong network enabler function for the 
ecosystem. In this ecosystem, major actors interested in the development of the region are local 
and national governments. But many other actors including designers, universities, artisans, and 
fashion brands enter the ecosystem through the access points provided by local organizations. 

Primary access points of the network are physical facilities such as museums, design schools, 
resource centers, residencies, workshops and shops. Moreover, the websites of the organizations 
extend the range of the network for a wider audience. Locals find opportunities to interact with 
extra-local actors through the network. For instance, one of the interviewed hand-looming artisans 
educated by Kala Raksha design school was invited by a European textile design education 
institution to conduct workshops there. In this example, the artisan designer education as a social 
innovation provides new capabilities also enables artisans to lift up their community by connecting 
other actors. Through education opportunities, both vertical and horizontal linkages emerge in the 
innovation ecosystem. Access to national and global markets, access to designers’ networks and 
the education network of the country are important catalyzers for artisans. Other social innovations 
provided by both organizations are touristic facilities such as museums, conducted workshops, 
residencies and shops. Those facilities both create income for the organizations and also increase 
awareness about the region and its values. 

5.2. Knowledge Broker Role 

Knowledge brokerage is a critical function in a successful innovation process, especially for the 
development of new products and services. Although craft practice is often understood as a non-
innovative process of repeating old traditions, on the contrary, innovation is a crucial driver to 
survive traditional crafts and retrieve them from being mere souvenirs. India is a large country in 
which different layers of culture lived simultaneously. The western way of living goes hand in hand 
with traditional lifestyles. Especially in terms of fashion products, the market is quite 
heterogeneous and highly competitive.  

Both Kala Raksha and Khamir put special emphasis on research and documentation. Their efforts 
for decoding, archiving and exhibiting local values including traditions, motifs, the evolution of 
products and endangered craft processes; provide the fundamental knowledge base for any 
innovation and economic activity utilizing craft production. Kala Raksha offers a digital version of 
their archives to spread the knowledge while Khamir presents well-curated and informative 
exhibitions and video documentaries offered at online and offline platforms. 

Kala Raksha has a strong focus on the preservation of traditional artisanship and archived motifs. 
However, the organization recognizes the fact that in order to have a share from the contemporary 
market, they have to alter traditional products. In this manner, the main knowledge brokering role 
happens through the innovative organizational structure and education facilities. First of all, the 
artisan designer education facility attracts knowledge from faculties of highly reputed design 
universities. Continuously nourished knowledge flow from market and research institutions to the 
organization and artisans through this channel. Interviewed intern students highlight how the 
translation of knowledge between designers and artisans happens through delicate and fragile 
efforts. Such collaborations take weeks and sometimes months depending on the internship 
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program of the university and the structure of the conducted project. And during these periods of 
time, designers and artisans develop a unique new language through the act of making. Both 
organizations act as the facilitator of this process of knowledge sharing, creation and translation. 
Moreover, Kala Raksha has an organizational innovation to involve artisans and designers in the 
new product development committee.  

Khamir has a relatively deeper thirst for innovation compared to Kala Raksha. Thus, they play 
the knowledge broker role in numerous channels. The offered craft studios and residency program 
allowing enthusiastic designers and artists to experience local craft practices and to work with 
artisans in person. Outputs of such collaborations are often novel and marketable products. Khamir 
promotes merging and interacting with distinct craft practices on products, which also facilitates 
artisans to learn from each other. Additionally, Khamir focuses on the co-development of 
appropriate technologies that are low cost, usable, effective and bottom-up grassroots innovations. 

5.3. Resource Broker Role 

The availability of rural capitals and financial supports are crucial resources of the ecosystem. 
Both organizations exploit and enhance accessible resources such as traditional craft practices, 
artisan as human capital and grants to create value while identifying and providing new 
ones. Nevertheless, Kala Cotton project is a comprehensive example of how Khamir acts as a 
resource broker by introducing social innovations such as organic farming and attracting grants for 
the project. In the history of the region, farmers harvested local cotton species adapted to the arid 
climate of the region for centuries. However, the local cotton species and the conventional way of 
cotton production had discarded by the introduction of more yielding imported cotton seeds which 
require a lot more water during farming. Throughout the time, changing climate and ongoing 
drouths made it impossible for farmers to make a profit from cotton production. Thus, the textile 
heaven of the country started to import cotton from other states. Subsequent to comprehensive 
researches, in order to revive organic cotton farming in the region, Khamir founds traces of 
traditional cotton farming and attracts funds from a multinational development initiative. 
Moreover, the organization product marketable products to create awareness about the resource. 

Similarly, Khamir trained 12 women in 2010 to process discarded plastics collected from 
residential and industrial areas. The project mainly focuses on the waste problem of the region by 
utilizing trashed plastics as raw material for weaving. This is both social and commercial innovation 
which both enables local women for generating income and contributes efforts of overcoming a 
serious environmental issue. Moreover, in order to scale up the project, the initiative extended the 
network with new actors and collaborated with another local NGO, Sahjeevan, focusing on 
environmental sustainability. 

5.4. Transparency and conflict resolution agent role  

Both organizations emphasize fair governance and shared decision-making processes. For 
instance, Kala Raksha introduces a multidisciplinary committee composed of artisans, designers, 
and managers responsible for the decision-making process to design new products targeting both 
national and international customers. Moreover, concerning fair wages, the organization 
distributes the power to artisan trustees and all decisions are given in consensus. 

Khamir offers a social security program for linking artisans with government schemes related to 
health and social security services. Similarly, Kala Raksha employs preventive health care programs 
and basic education for artisans and their families. Both organizations offer micro-loans and short-
term financial solutions for artisans. Kala Raksha also supports artisans to form Self Help Groups in 
their villages. Additionally, Khamir offers raw materials depot providing small and medium-sized 
artisan initiatives with materials at competitive and fair prices. 
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5.5. Shared Vision champion 

Kala Raksha’s artisan designer mark is the crystallization of a shared vision drawn by Judy Frater 
and accepted by local artisans. This vision also forms the backbone of the organization and is shared 
by not only artisans but also their surroundings. During interviews all the artisans reflected the 
genuine pride of their work, crafting with design knowledge. Moreover, they proudly mentioned 
that their children are also willing to take a similar path. Such examples reflect how crafting as an 
economically viable and emotionally valuable activity could be revived and passed from generation 
to generation.  

Similarly, Khamir builds a brand of Kutchiness to widespread traditional but also innovative 
encounters of numerous craft practices. Not only good artisans but also enthusiastic and talented 
designers are attracted to the innovation collective of Khamir. Experimentation with materials and 
craft techniques are the shared vision provided by Khamir. Consequently, sustainable material 
experiments are conducted such as the use of natural dye, using the natural color of camel wool as 
a design element, hand-looming recycled plastic material, mixing leather metal and textile.  

Identified social innovations aim to enhance rural capitals through playing bridging roles 
(Figure1). In this relationship, rural business practices are expected to foster social innovations in 
addition to their commercial goals. Since the success of examined craft initiatives depends on the 
effective utilization of local assets, facilitating social innovations to foster the development of the 
region also contributes to the economic success of the organizations. 

 

Figure 1 Identified social innovations and their bridging roles 

Thus, it is possible to claim that the more a rural business model is embedded in rural capitals 
the more it could benefit from social innovations. In such a setting, social innovations have the 
potentials to enable locals to overcome their problems and to enhance the sustainability of business 
initiatives. For instance, the introduction of Kala Cotton or recycled plastic as raw material for 
weaving has both social and economic benefits. Similarly, preservation of craft heritage or training 
local artisans are introduced as pure social innovations initially but as the study points out 
eventually those social impacts influence the reinforcement of rural capitals which are exploited by 
the organizations for the development of the region and sustainability of the business. In this 
perspective, the local business models act as the initiator and also the beneficiary of the 
innovations. 
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6. Conclusion 

Facilitating a vivid local economy is a vital element of the development efforts targeting a 
resilient rural. Such approaches optimally create livelihood opportunities providing mechanisms 
utilizing rural capital through creative destruction. However, the research stresses that the positive 
relationship between rural initiatives and resilient local communities is related to the specifications 
of a business model. Employing participative governance instruments, building an ecosystem 
containing diverse actors, and having a mutually beneficial relationship with rural capitals are 
prominent aspects of business models promoting sustainable development. Throughout history, 
rural development strategies evolved from top-down to bottom-up approaches utilizing local 
values and assets. In this perspective, the embeddedness of business and innovation would increase 
the locality and sustainability of development efforts. Rural businesses by nature focus on 
exploiting local and extra-local resources to develop marketable value. The more a business utilizes 
and enriches rural capitals the more its processes become embedded and sustainable in the context 
of rural development.  

Triggered by local interests and needs, social innovations transmute and alter social relations in 
sustainable development processes. Rural social innovations emerge in various forms and 
mechanisms targeting the unmet needs of locals. Business initiatives embodying social purposes in 
their logic would be catalyzers of development where public interventions are not available. In this 
context, bridging institutions provide an organizing framework to further analyze social innovations 
and roles of rural business. Bridging roles connect innovation efforts of business practices with 
developmental needs. The research shows that the influence of social innovations will increase 
incrementally if the organization exploits assets of innovation ecosystems consist of diverse actors 
having vertical and horizontal relationships. Thus, development policies considering not only 
economic performance but also embeddedness and social innovation capacity of business models 
would be more successful in promoting sustainability, networking ability and resilience of rural 
communities. 

The qualitative case study method was effective to understand the business models and 
interconnectedness of actors of the innovation ecosystem. However, this approach did not allow 
the study for a more precise assessment of the social impact of identified innovations. Moreover, 
the language barrier and time limitation were the main obstacles to develop a better understanding 
of the cases.  Another limitation of the research stemmed from building the study upon existent 
data collected years ago. Extending the analysis with a new set of data would beneficial for the 
discussion of bridging roles.  

Focusing only on craft initiatives to understand the bridging roles limits the outcomes of the 
study. Thus, the findings of the research cannot be generalized to all rural initiatives. Although 
discussed roles are not context-specific it is recommended to conduct further researches to 
elaborate the issue with different types of rural initiatives. Further researches should also employ 
social impact analysis to gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between innovations and 
social change. Such research could also increase the efficiency of policy recommendations for 
supporting rural initiatives. 
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