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A process model for how poor women gained legitimacy as economic and social actors 

through a grass root social innovation 

ABSTRACT 

Rising social inequality around the world has prompted organizational scholars to pay 

increased attention to socially innovative organizations that address issues of inequality and 

social exclusion. A key area of research has been the creation of legitimacy for such 

organizations in the institutional landscape. We note that social inequality is an outcome of 

the refusal to recognize marginalized groups as legitimate social, political and economic 

actors, and argue that mitigation of inequality would require building greater legitimacy for 

beneficiaries themselves rather than for the organization alone. We observe that the processes 

by which beneficiary legitimacy is built are relatively underexplored in the extant literature. 

In this paper, we draw on the literature on the social process of (de)legitimation of status 

hierarchies, and examine the beneficiary participation in the Kudumbashree Community 

Based Organization (KS CBO), a poverty eradication initiative started in Kerala, India in 

1998, and present an empirical model to demonstrate a progressive shift in the referential 

beliefs about poor women resulting in a greater legitimacy for them as social, economic and 

political actors. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Rising inequality in both developed and developing parts of the world attract the attention of 

scholars in a wide range of disciplines that include economics, developmental studies, 

organizational studies and entrepreneurship (Mair & Marti, 2009). There has been a surging 

interest among organization studies and entrepreneurship scholars in the recent years in social 

innovations and organizations that are being created to address the issues of inequality and 

social exclusion. These innovations and organizations are seen as filling the voids in 

institutional landscape that curtail the access of the underprivileged to the existing political, 

social and economic institutions (Mair & Marti, 2009), and serving as platforms or bridges 

(Tracey, Phillips & Jarvis, 2011) to connect the underprivileged to the institutions and 

programs that were hitherto inaccessible to them. Existing research posits that, in order to 

reach their objectives, it is important that these organizations gain legitimacy among various 

institutional actors, and has examined the processes by which they build organizational 

legitimacy and gain acceptance of various stakeholders (Mair, Marti & Ventresca, 2012; 

Tracey, Phillips & Jarvis, 2011; Venkatraman et al., 2016). 

We note that one of the reasons for the continuing existence of social inequality is the refusal 

to recognize marginalized groups as legitimate social, political and economic actors (Narayan 

et al., 2000). This limits the ability of these groups to access and engage with established 

social, political and economic institutions, and gain resources that will enable them to alter 
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the power balances (Narayan et al., 2000). Lack of legitimacy affects the actors’ ability to 

achieve their ideals and aspirations (Willis & Rodríguez-Bailón 2010) or even have 

aspirations. Therefore, mitigation of inequality necessitates building of actor level legitimacy. 

Although, many of the above-mentioned organizations incorporate elements for beneficiary 

empowerment (Mair, Marti & Ventresca, 2012; Tracey, Phillips & Jarvis, 2011; 

Venkatraman et al., 2016), relatively underexplored is if and how that changes the 

perceptions of the beneficiaries themselves as well as of others, of the legitimacy of the 

beneficiaries as social, economic and political actors. In this paper, we go forward from the 

current research that explores the processes of building organizational legitimacy for the 

socially innovative organizations to investigate the processes by which their beneficiaries 

gain legitimacy for themselves as more equal actors, in ways that engender more equitable 

engagement with them in the dominant institutional spaces. 

To this end, we draw on a less used stream of legitimacy literature that explores the social 

construction and legitimation of hierarchies among actors based on certain status 

characteristics that are instantiated in social interactions among the actors, resulting in less 

favorable treatment of actors at the lower level of the hierarchy (Berger et al., 1998; Johnson, 

Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006).  The paper is based on case study of Kudumbashree (KS), a 

poverty eradication initiative started by the state government of Kerala, India in 1998. 

Although targeted at poverty of families, KS chose women as the beneficiary representative 

for each family. Poor, un/undereducated, and especially rural women are one of the most 

marginalized group of actors with negligible awareness, capacity and means to meaningfully 

engage with dominant institutions. KS organizes the women into a network of Community 

Based Organizations (CBO). KS runs its programs in three domains, namely - economic 

empowerment, social empowerment and women's empowerment. KS had a membership of 
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more than 4.11 million women in March 2015 (Kudumbashree National Resource 

Organization, 2015). In this paper, we trace the beneficiary involvement in the specific 

programs undertaken as part of KS initiative and how their participation has led to an 

evolution in their own as well as others’ perspectives of their legitimacy as social, economic 

and political actors. The findings reveal that before KS, gender was the most detrimental 

status characteristic that stripped them of their legitimacy in their own as wells as others’ 

eyes (‘it is only women’); through KS, it transformed to the very foundation for their 

legitimacy in their interactions with other dominant actors (‘it is women’). Based on the 

findings, we present an empirical model to demonstrate a progressive shift in the referential 

beliefs about poor women resulting in a more equitable position for them in the status 

hierarchy and thereby greater legitimacy as equal actors. We contribute to advancing our 

knowledge base on socially innovative organizations, specifically on how they transform the 

legitimacy status of their beneficiaries, thus alter the conditions of inequality and exclusion.  

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The early research on legitimacy has sociological roots and encompasses two streams – the 

institutional approaches concentrating on the legitimation of organizational forms and 

practices and the social psychological approaches focusing on status characteristics and 

stratified orders (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006). The theoretical foundations of the 

former stream has been extensively used in organization studies and management areas, and 

the studies of legitimation of new organizational forms that address issues of inequality and 

exclusion have been based on this stream (Tracey, Phillips & Jarvis, 2011). The concepts 

from the latter stream on how status hierarchies among societal actors are created and 
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legitimated are relatively underutilized by organization studies and management scholars. In 

this paper, we make use of the theoretical insights from this stream. 

Legitimacy as a social process 

The institutional approaches have come to consider legitimacy as property of an entity or 

social object, where “something is legitimate if it is in accord with the norms, values, beliefs, 

practices, and procedures accepted by a group.” (Zelditch, 2001, p. 33). In contrast, the social 

psychological approaches tend to treat legitimacy as a social process. Legitimacy is seen as a 

fundamental process to social organization (Zelditch, 2001), “by which cultural accounts 

from a larger social framework in which a social entity is nested are construed to explain and 

support the existence of that social entity, whether that entity be a group, a structure of 

inequality, a position of authority, or a social practice” (Berger et al. 1998, p. 380). The 

former approach often does not differentiate between an object of legitimation from the 

process of legitimation, whereas the latter approach does (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 

2006). 

Advancing the notion of legitimacy as a social process, Johnson, Dowd and Ridgeway (2006, 

p.57) observe that legitimacy involves ‘construal of a social object as consistent with cultural 

beliefs, norms, and values’ that are shared by the actors, in such a way that ‘what is’ becomes 

‘what is right’. Implied in this process is the presence of a social audience who are assumed 

to accept the cultural framework, and thereby the ‘construal of the social object as legitimate’ 

(Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006). The collective nature of this social process also implies 

an apparent consensus among the audience about the appropriateness of the construal as well 

as a sense of obligation to uphold the construal, even if they do not approve of it personally 

6



(Dornbusch & Scott, 1975; Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006). Thus, legitimacy as a social 

construction of reality consists not only a cognitive dimension but also a normative, 

prescriptive dimension (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006).  

Inequalities as legitimated status hierarchies 

The notion of legitimacy as a social process has been applied by social psychologists to 

understand the creation and maintenance of inequalities (Berger et al, 1998; Della Fave, 

1980; Berger & Luckmann, 1967). This stream of research equates social inequalities to the 

status hierarchies among the actors (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). Here, the referential beliefs 

about the characteristics of actors create implicit status hierarchies and become bases of 

observable inequalities in the interactions between them (Berger et al., 1998).  Inequality is 

legitimated and continues to be construed as proper as actors implicitly or explicitly keep 

reproducing the status hierarchies in their local contexts of mutual interaction (Berger et al., 

1998). 

Fundamental to the creation of status hierarchies is the concept of status characteristics. 

Status characteristics are attributes of actors that are evaluated and are associated with 

different sets of expectations (Berger et al, 1998). Berger et al (1998) differentiates between 

two types of status characteristics – diffuse characteristics and specific characteristics. 

Diffuse characteristics include attributes that are associated with general expectation states 

that are not specific to any particular situation. Examples include gender, race, occupation, 

educational attainment, ethnic distinctions and physical attractiveness. Specific characteristics 

are attributes that form expectations about an individual’s performance in a clearly defined 

manner in a specific situation. Reading ability and numerical ability are examples. The 
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referential beliefs associated with status characteristics generate a hierarchy when actors 

possessing characteristics that are valued differently are simultaneously present, with actors 

with characteristics that are valued more occupying higher positions and those with less 

valued characteristics in lower positions. Those occupying higher positions are considered 

more able and successful (Della Fave, 1980). For instance, men typically have higher status 

compared to women. 

Although such referential beliefs and ordering of status hierarchies originate in the global 

cultural beliefs, it is their continuing instantiations in local contexts and interactions that 

sustains their legitimacy (Berger et al., 1998; Della Fave, 1980). Actors in a social context 

have an implicit understanding of the status hierarchy and their own positions within that. 

They also have a sense of what can be expected of each actor occupying different positions in 

the hierarchy, including themselves. Their interaction becomes an enactment of the mutual 

expectations, even if they may not personally approve of them. As a result, higher status 

actors are likely to be more deferentially treated and have more chances to perform, to be 

more positively evaluated, to be more influential and less likely to be influenced (Berger et 

al., 1998). In contrast, the lower status actors engage in more deferential behaviors, expect 

less performance opportunities, and are likely to conform. Such presumed consensual 

behaviour of all actors involved in reproducing the hierarchy, contributes to its ongoing 

legitimacy. For instance, in an interactive decision making setting a man maybe expected to 

talk and a woman to listen, giving the man the opportunity to push his ideas forward, while 

the woman is anticipated to endorse the ideas even if she has different ideas. In social 

contexts, persistence of such hierarchies allows for higher status actors retaining power and 

resources, while the lower status actors remain powerless and resourceless (Della Fave, 

1980). 
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Reducing inequalities by delegitimizing status hierarchies through social innovations 

Status hierarchies that are legitimated can also lose their legitimacy (Berger et al., 1998), 

resulting in changes in referential beliefs associated with actor characteristics, leading to 

changes in hierarchy by which lower status actors gain greater status and legitimacy. Just as 

legitimation, delegitimation of hierarchies and relegitimation of actors also takes place 

through social processes. 

One scenario that leads to delegitimation of existing status hierarchies is when events occur 

where the hierarchy of actual actor performances is incongruent with the expected hierarchy 

(Berger et al., 1998). The incongruence undermines the normative and prescriptive nature of 

the status hierarchy, and brings in a possibility for its delegitimation. Following through the 

earlier example of men and women in the decision making scenario, it is only when the 

man’s ideas fall through where the woman’s ideas may have succeeded contrary to the 

expectations, the higher status accorded to the man is suspected. However, incongruence 

triggers delegitimation process only when the magnitude, frequency and spread of the 

incongruence are substantial (Berger et al., 1998). Just because the man’s ideas failed and the 

woman’s ideas worked once in a specific context, the status hierarchy across the social 

system might not be affected. Similar incongruence has to occur across various local contexts 

where the social actors take notice of it, for the existing hierarchy to be delegitimized and a 

new set of referential beliefs in relation to the actor status characteristics to emerge to take its 

place as a societal level cultural framework. 
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Drawing on both social psychology and institutional literature on legitimacy, Johnson, Dowd 

and Ridgeway (2006), suggest the role of social innovations in legitimating social objects at a 

systemic level. The four-stage model that they propose can be adapted to explain how social 

innovations can bring in changes to existing hierarchies and referential beliefs about actors at 

societal level. The four stages of this model are innovation, local validation, diffusion and 

general validation. Innovations are introduced ‘in response to the structural conditions’ such 

as differential access to resources by actors and seek ‘to create strategic interests or 

contingent events for actors in the local contexts’ (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 1998, p.60). 

However, it is not necessary that all innovations are accepted by the actors. For the 

innovation to be validated locally, they have to be justified explicitly by means of accounts 

‘of how the innovation addresses the immediate need/goal in a way that is consistent with the 

already accepted cultural landscape’ (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 1998, p.60). 

Alternatively, innovation might be accepted locally by not being implicitly or explicitly 

challenged. Diffusion involves the implicit acceptance of the innovation in the local contexts 

as a mere fact with an expectation that it is accepted by the other actors as well. Such 

expectation is likely when innovations are perceived to meet the goals that are congruent with 

the widely accepted goals (e.g. poverty alleviation) (Walker, 2004). The innovation then 

becomes a cultural schema about how to do things and no longer needs justification. General 

validation indicates how it spreads across contexts and most actors implicitly believe in the 

new cultural framework and it becomes normative. This model thus helps to trace how new 

belief systems replace the old ones. In relation to status hierarchies, the processes described 

can simultaneously account for the delegimation of the existing referential beliefs and 

legitimation of the new beliefs, resulting in changes to the hierarchy. 
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In summary, the social process approach of conceptualizing the legitimacy of status 

hierarchies is a useful theoretical lens to understand inequalities as well as how inequalities 

can be lessened. Although this provides a valuable theoretical framework in studying how 

socially innovative organizations addressing inequality actually mitigate inequality, it hasn’t 

been used in empirical studies so far. In this paper, we peruse this theoretical base in our 

empirical exploration of the changes in the perceptions of legitimacy of the beneficiaries of a 

socially innovative organization as social, economic and political actors. 

METHODOLOGY 

Method 

Narrative analysis was the chosen method for this study. Narratives are defined as ‘as a 

sequence of events, experiences, or actions with a plot that ties together different parts into a 

meaningful whole’ (Feldman et al., 2004, p.148). Narratives are considered useful as data as 

actors think of their world and how they fit in it in the form of narratives (Bruner, 1990).  By 

means of the events that are included, excluded and emphasized, the narrator provides her 

own version of the action as well as an interpretation of what is going on (Feldman et al., 

2004). The sequencing in its structure shows what is important to the narrator about various 

practices, ideas and symbols (Young, 1996). Narratives provide the actors an opportunity to 

reflect on and share their own understanding of the social and political relations where they 

are embedded in (Feldman et al., 2004). Narrative analysis has extensively been used in 

studying actors’ experience with and interpretations of organizations (e.g. Czarniawska, 

1998; Hummel, 1990). Given the above, we deem narrative analysis as appropriate for the 
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topic of this study. Narratives are also regarded universal and transcultural (Barthes, 1977), 

making it appropriate for the target group in this study. 

Research setting 

The study was conducted on the beneficiaries of Kudumbashree (KS), Kerala, India. 

Kudumbashree (KS) was started in 1998 by the Government of Kerala as a poverty 

eradication initiative. KS views poverty as not just as economic deprivation, but ‘denial of 

basic rights’ arising from inequality that the poor faces in accessing social, political and 

economic institutions. Its approach to poverty alleviation is that of providing the poor with 

access to political, social and economic institutions, and empowering them to participate as 

more equal actors. KS targets poverty at the family unit level and identifies women as the 

beneficiary representative for each family. Thus, poor women are the beneficiary 

stakeholders that KS works with. 

KS is designed as a network of Community Based Organizations (CBO) with a three-tier 

structure. The lowest tier consists of Neighborhood groups (NHGs), a collective of 20-25 

geographically proximate women. The NHGs elect representatives to the second tier called 

the Area Development Societies (ADSs). Multiple ADSs then elect a Community 

Development Society (CDSs) that work closely with their local village self-government.  As 

of March 2015, the KS has a membership of more than 4.11 million women, organized into 

over 2600000 NHGs, 19773 ADSs and 1072 CDSs (Kudumbashree National Resource 

Organization, 2015). 
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NHGs are the heart of the CBO model and the primary venue for beneficiary women to 

engage. Internal organizational structure for NHGs includes five formal roles with different 

activity focus, but is otherwise flexible. NHGs are accountable only to its members and not to 

any hierarchical structure in the CBO model. The CBO model consist two types of support 

structures to assist NHGs: (1) capacity enhancement structures that include training facilities, 

resource persons etc. aimed at awareness, knowledge and skill building in three domains, viz. 

economic empowerment, social empowerment and women's empowerment, and (2) linkage 

structures with other external institutions such as Gram Sabha (local elected government) and 

banks, which specify how NHGs can be involved in their programs and procedures to be 

followed to ensure their involvement. 

Data source 

The narratives that we used in this study were obtained from two sources – (1) narratives 

written by the beneficiary women on the occasion of the 14th anniversary of KS (in 2012) to 

document their own experiences of being part of KS and share them with the wider world, 

(an initiative called ‘Pustaka Yatra’, i.e. Journey of books), which was then published as two 

volumes containing 69 narratives in total (Kudumbashree National Resource Organization, 

2015), and (2) a focus group and follow-up in-depth interviews. 

KS Pustaka Yatra was a grass root level writing campaign. The consolidation of the 

narratives was done in three phases: Firstly, NHG members wrote down their individual 

experiences and shared them with the other members in the NHG meetings, from which they 

collectively chose a few to send to the ADSs; secondly, the ADS General Body and other 

interested members read the stories together and shortlisted a few, and categorized them into 
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themes that depicted changes in individual life, skill acquisition through KS, and support they 

provided to another individual, family or community; Finally, the shortlisted stories were sent 

to the CDSs where the stories were compiled as books with the help of an external editorial 

board. 1072 compilations were published by 1072 CDSs across the state. Once they were 

ready, Pustaka Yatra (the ‘Journey of Books’) began, where two buses started from two 

locations, one each from the northern and the southern ends of the state respectively (Kerala 

is a long narrow strip of land), collecting the compilations from all the districts on the way, 

finally meeting at a location in the middle for the anniversary celebrations. 69 of the 

narratives from these compilations were later published in a book form by Kudumbashree 

National Resource Organization (Kudumbashree National Resource Organization, 2015). 

We supplement the above narratives with narratives from a focus group and follow-up 

interviews. We choose a focus group as a method of bringing together 19 women from an 

NHG to capture their memories and shared experiences. This was followed by in-depth 

interviews of 9 women from among the participants to get their individual perspectives. 

In addition, we made use of the official KS website, official publications as well as published 

research studies as data sources for background information on KS. 

Data analysis 

A narrative researcher is expected to capture ‘how protagonists interpret things’ (Bruner, 

1990, p. 51) by looking at the form structure and content (Feldman et al., 2004). The focus of 

our analysis was to create a meta-narrative that captures the collective experience and 

interpretations of the beneficiaries from the individual narratives. In order to develop this, we 
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relied on two key characteristics of narratives, namely chronological order (Labov & 

Waletsky, 1967) and themes (Czarniawska, 1998). Combining these two characteristics, we 

decided to use ‘thematic threads’ as our analytical focus in the first phase of analysis. 

Following thematic threads in the analysis helps tracking of transformations with respect to 

thematic categories of relevance over time. After a few rounds of reading and re-reading the 

narratives, we decided to focus on two ‘thematic threads’ that we felt were the most helpful 

in answering the research question, viz. activities undertaken by the beneficiaries during their 

course of participation, and their perceptions and interpretations of referential beliefs about 

themselves and their positions in the status hierarchy. In our various rounds of reading, we 

had observed that both the beneficiary activities and perceptions had changed over time and 

identified roughly four stages to this. The four stages through which beneficiary activities 

unfolded included joining KS, capacity building, outcome generation and expansion of realm 

of action. Perceptions about the beneficiary women evolved through a corresponding set of 

four stages, namely, disregard, doubt, recognition and reliance. 

The second phase of analysis was focused on the thematic content of both threads for each 

stage. We first broke the individual narratives into four stages, and then did an open coding of 

themes under each thread (Miles & Huberman, 1984). The first order codes were then 

grouped into second order codes. We would like to emphasize that this process was not about 

essentializing the experiences and perspectives, but in fact about capturing the variations as 

well. However, despite the variations, the overall thematic sequencing as it unfolded through 

the four stages indicated a definite shift in referential beliefs associated with women and their 

position in the status hierarchy as their participation in KS progressed.  

FINDINGS 
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In this section, we present the meta-narrative emerging from the empirical data based on the 

two threads in the individual narratives that we focused on, namely the participation of 

beneficiaries in KS CBO and changes in perceptions about beneficiary women and their 

position in the status hierarchy. We identified four stages in how the participation of 

beneficiary women in KS evolved as well as four corresponding stages in how referential 

beliefs about them evolved altering their position in the hierarchy (See Table 1). Each stage 

of participation is presented below along with the corresponding stage of change in women’s 

status. 

----------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

----------------------------- 

Stage 1 

Joining KS 

After the pilots in two districts of Kerala in 1992 and 1994 respectively, the KS was rolled 

out in the entire state in 1998 with the espoused objective of household level poverty 

alleviation. The women were chosen as direct beneficiary stakeholders. KS followed a 

Community Based Organization (CBO) model to engage with the women. The first step in 

the roll-out was the formation of Neighborhood Groups (NHGs). This entailed forming 

groups of 15-20 women, based on the observation that women do not get the same 

opportunities as men to form friendships, networks and collectives that help them acquire 

social, economic and political resources and therefore have to rely on men to address issues 

instead of being able to act themselves (Kerala State Poverty Eradication Mission, 2014). The 
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NHGs consisted of women who were neighbors. In the densely populated state of Kerala, this 

meant that women had to just walk next door to meet the fellow members. Meetings were 

always conducted in members’ homes on a rotation basis, thus enabling women to bring the 

KS to their homes, rather than having to go to a public place to engage with KS. 

The administrative wing of KS Mission along with the Gram Panchayats (local self-

governments) kick-started NHG formation this process. However, it was through word-of-

mouth that most women joined the NHGs. Usually the women who became members 

encouraged their neighbors to join. 

Disregard 

The behaviors of the women themselves as well as those of others at the time of joining the 

NHGs reveal the nature of referential beliefs collectively held by the actors about the women 

and a tendency to buttress their inferior social position. The women who were the targeted 

beneficiaries of KS were from households below poverty line. Typically, they were married, 

mostly with children, had little education or employment, and were mostly confined to their 

homes with family members as the only other people they had exposure to. Not even their 

family members thought of them as actors of their own right. In the family settings, they had 

little voice, had to ask for permission to do anything and had to obey what was told by the 

husbands or parents-in-laws. 

Most of the women who joined NHGs in the beginning had little understanding of what it 

was, and joined because some other women asked them to. Almost always, they asked the 

permission of their husbands or in-laws to join. In most cases, they joined only after they got 
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permission, except in a few cases they had hidden it from their family. In a way, they 

disregarded their right and capacity to be equal actors. 

 ‘I had an opportunity to join Kudumbashree at that time. I asked my husband 

for permission as suggested by an elderly lady next door. He gravely remarked 

that there was no need to become a member of Kudumbashree and the only thing 

needed for me was to be a proper housewife. I did not lose hope. I made his 

sister talk to him again and again. Somehow he gave his consent in the end. He 

warned me that I should not go for unnecessary meetings or journeys’ – Name 

not disclosed. 

The responses of family members, especially the husbands and in-laws also showed an equal 

or greater disregard of women as social actors with potential. The responses fell into three 

categories – hostility, sarcasm, and encouragement. Those who were hostile displayed an 

intentional disregard, and reiterated that women’s place is home and their only responsibility 

is to serve the family, and that by getting involved in activities outside home they would be 

difficult to manage, disturbing the peace of their husbands and homes. There were 

insinuations that the women ‘who wander’ outside of homes were of bad character. 

‘My husband would not let me attend NHG. He began the practice of coming 

drunk to the houses where we held meetings without my knowledge and started 

abusing people there’ - Vijayamma 
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The sarcastic responses included that women can only gossip or quarrel in groups and making 

fun of women who join them. Even though, this also shows disregard, it was more benign 

compared to the above responses. 

‘When women gathered on Sundays for Kudumbashree meetings the men folk 

would say…..oh you are going for the Kalahasree, (a play upon the word 

Kudumbashree implying that they would become ‘quarrelsome’.)’ – Nalini 

Although in a minority of cases, some women were encouraged by their families to 

participate. However, it was based on the beliefs that women lacked the skills and exposure 

to be independent actors and KS might help them. 

‘My father-in-law said “This Kudumbashree is a good thing, you should 

go...Don’t feel concerned about [leaving] me [alone at home]. If you do not go, 

you will feel isolated after my time”. It was a sensible decision [to join]. He died 

two months later.’ – Name not provided 

Stage 2 

Capacity building 

Unlike the prevalent self-help groups model world over, which focus primarily on thrift and 

generation of economic resources, KS emphasize not only economic empowerment, but also 

women’s empowerment and socio-political empowerment (Kerala State Poverty Eradication 

Mission, 2014). Therefore the activities include a variety of awareness and skill building 
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programs in these areas. In addition, the women are supposed to run the NHGs on their own, 

assuming formal roles and responsibilities on a rotational basis and holding regular meetings 

and making activity plans. They do thrift savings and mutual lending at NHG level, for which 

accounts have to be maintained by the group. If interested, they are given opportunities to 

start their own micro-enterprises, for which they have to raise 5-10% of the capital by 

themselves and the rest provided through linkage loans. They are expected to run the upper 

bodies such as ADSs and CDSs through elected representatives from among themselves. 

ADSs and CDSs are responsible for co-coordinating NHGs and the administrative wing of 

KS Mission as well as being the bridge with the local self-governments and financial 

institutions. Thus, the capacity building of women involved not only building of productive 

skills and financial resources, but also that of organizational skills and experience, and social 

and political resources. 

Doubt 

The actor responses during indicates that the women’s capabilities were doubted; however his 

stage prompted the actors to think about the possibility of women having capacity for action. 

Women themselves were doubtful about their ability to function in a social realm. The only 

social setting they had exposure so far was their own families, where they were almost 

always treated as inferiors. The vast majority were extremely scared to venture out of their 

homes, interact with strangers, travel without family members, and fearful of interacting with 

authorities.  
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‘I would break into tears if someone merely stared at me. I was extremely 

timit….I had never gone so far alone until then. The CDS Chairperson 

accompanied me on that journey. But I felt terrified when she fell asleep in the 

bus. I did not know where Malappuram [their destination] was.’  - Jimshi 

‘There was a time when I was afraid to even sit in the audience. It vanished after 

attending a few meetings of Kudumbashree. I was hesitant to go to any public 

office. I was vary of asking officials anything and did not know how to respond 

to their comments’ – Sheeja Begum 

However, since the CBO form of KS required their participation, they had no choice but to 

take on the responsibilities. Many were pushed into the formal roles at NHG levels by other 

members, rather than taking them on voluntarily. Once they were in those roles, their doubts 

were more specific to their fit for the roles, skills required, levels of performance etc. When 

family responsibility came in way, some women tended to go back to their familial roles 

relinquishing the organizational or social roles. 

‘I was tormented by thoughts like how could I stand before so many people and 

make speeches. I was in a miserable state when I was elected as the President’ – 

Souwmini 

‘Those who took the classes for us had informed us that we could obtain loans 

from Kudumbashree when in need and if we repaid them in time, we could take 

further loans. I could not believe it. How could I repay if I took a loan? These 

were things that had never occurred in my life before’ – Valsala 
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The responses of the other actors fell into two kinds – serious doubts or mild curiosity. Those 

who held serious doubts seemed to hold on to the prevalent beliefs about women as having 

lesser or no organizational skills, capacity to manage finances, acquire new skills or to start 

and run their own ventures and ability to lead. They continued to create blocks for women 

either by actively discouraging them or by not providing them with resources (e.g. thrift 

contribution). 

‘Wherever we went we were greeted with sarcasm… a “let’s see attitude” and 

insinuations about our ability to understand and accomplish anything’ – 

Souwmini 

The second category of responses indicated curiosity. Those who were curious did not 

necessarily insist on holding on to the old beliefs, but were more ambivalent. Although the 

ambivalence meant an opportunity for women to demonstrate their capabilities, it also felt 

like a challenge to women to prove themselves. 

‘Another painful experience occurred at the venue of a wedding. We went there 

to fix the lights [they run a Lights & Sounds enterprise, considered a foray into 

men’s domain]. To the young men who had come for catering, our work seemed 

like a joke. They began to just stand around there and watch us doing our work. 

The bolder one among us told them, ‘you do your work, we will do ours’. They 

made their retreat’ - Vaasanthy 

Stage 3 
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Outcome generation 

During this stage, the women were able to show the actual outcomes of their endeavors. 

These included outcomes at the family level, community level and governance level. Thrift 

savings worked well in majority of the NHGs and sound financial management practices 

were followed, giving women ready access to money to tide over family financial difficulties. 

Many of those started their micro-enterprises and other income generating activities such as 

collective farming, poultry farming etc. were able to supplement the family income. Some of 

the women obtained employment. With the training, women were able to contribute to 

decisions about children’s health and education. At the community level, KS had initiated 

programs to support destitute women and children, in which KS women volunteered. Apart 

from the above, NHGs, ADSs and CDSs had started their own initiatives to address issues of 

local importance such as crimes against women and children, illicit brewing of alcohol, 

gambling etc. At the governance level, it had increased women’s presence as a whole 

primarily on account of the CDS involvement with the local self-government. The outcomes 

were widely publicized as newspapers and television channels routinely carried stories of 

successful initiatives by KS members, NHGs, ADSs and CDSs. 

Recognition 

The responses of the women as well as others during this stage marked the beginning of a 

shift in beliefs. Recognition of success in general, and that of the particular attitudes, skills 

and capabilities that led to success triggers changes in perceptions about women and their 

ability to act. 
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The changes in the self-perceptions of the women were the most significant. These women 

had never thought something like this would happen in their entire life and were extremely 

surprised when they recognized their own latent capabilities. For them, the external outcomes 

were only secondary to the internal outcomes. Every beneficiary talked about how KS had 

brought out their confidence to deal with any audience, facility for articulation, courage to 

face any adversities, ability to be self-reliant and pride in their capacity as a social actor. They 

also recognized that this was grounded in the strong bonds of friendship, love and care 

formed in NHGs. 

‘Kudumbashree convinced me that I could survive on my own toil rather than being a 

timid parasite seeking support all the time from family’ – Khadeeja. 

‘I have gained knowledge, boldness and the skill to lead others. Is money better than 

these?’ - Souwmini 

Recognition was accorded by other actors in the family, community and the government as 

well as their success stories began to spread. The other actors who came in contact with these 

women began to take notice of their specific skills and unique capabilities. The women’s 

opinions and perspectives began to get counted by other actors. 

‘We approach problems in the society and solve them. So, admiration and respect 

naturally comes from the society. Such activities have made me more responsive to 

injustice…Also, now husbands have high regard for us that we are able to earn and 

take loans for the family requirements.’ - Renuka 
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 ‘Kudumbashree members are given a chair in the panchayat [local self-government] 

on their arrival. I would make a visit on occasions and would be heard and my 

opinions sought. That is the practice.’ - Jimshi 

However, the recognition was not always readily forthcoming or expressed in positive terms. 

Some of the husbands could acknowledge their wife’s success only grudgingly and 

reluctantly. Derogatory or sarcastic remarks about women’s exercise of agency were not 

uncommon. Nonetheless, what is noteworthy here is the fact that even if the other actors did 

not approve personally, they had come to acknowledge the newly instated beliefs about the 

beneficiary women as valid. 

‘ ...my husband continues to scold me even now [for participating in KS instead of 

staying at home as a good wife as he had asked]. But I have my own answers now. 

“Isn’t it an organization where so many women work? Don’t they have families and 

husbands?” I asked him one day. “You have started to answer me back! That is why I 

did not let you go” He said….now I get a grudging recognition from my husband.” – 

Name not disclosed. 

‘They called me [jokingly or sarcastically] Gandhiji’s granddaughter, Mother Teresa, 

and Phoolan Devi (a woman bandit who operated in the jungles of Northern India) of 

Purathur. I truth these are recognitions I received from being part of Kudumbashree’. 

- Souwmini 

Stage 4 
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Expanding the realm of action 

The beneficiary women still maintain the NHGs and remain part of KS. Within the KS fold, 

they are seen to take up greater roles such as resource persons (e.g. gender resource person, 

micro-enterprise resource person) to train and advise other women within the state and in 

other Indian states where elements of KS model are being piloted, administrative roles as that 

of accountants and auditors, and co-coordinators of other KS initiatives such as Balasabha 

(Children’s initiative) and Asraya (initiative for destitute women). A number of beneficiaries 

are seen to venture out to other realms of social and political action. Many KS women had 

begun to successfully contest in elections to the local self-governments. Participation of KS 

women were found to be sought after by economic institutions such as banks as well as 

political and governance bodies such as local self-governments at the various levels, 

departments of the state government, and special missions of the central government 

especially in rolling out their programs that require grass root access and large scale public 

participation. KS members now conduct the surveys to determine beneficiaries of other 

government sponsored programs and often have a say in how the funds should be allocated. 

KS members are commissioned in many cities running of public facilities such as waste 

management, canteens in public places etc. 

Reliance 

This stage provided a confirmation that women’s position has definitely moved up in the 

status hierarchy. A collective tendency was emerging among actors to rely on women for 

action in many socio-political settings that were traditionally dominated by men and women 
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expected to be relied on. Women were no longer required to demonstrate their capabilities to 

be accepted and treated as more of an equal in these settings. The label as ‘KS women’ was 

sufficient to prove their credibility. In contrast to the past where the status characteristic as 

‘women’ relegated them to the bottom of the status hierarchy, now the same characteristic 

took them to higher levels in the hierarchy.  

‘The great movement called Kudumbashree has succeeded in taking us, who had eked 

out a living by doing casual labor in neighboring houses, to the forefront of the 

society in every sense of that term’ - Suma 

At the family level, this meant greater gender equality. Many husbands started depending on 

the contributions that the wives made to the family income and were relieved that the wives 

were able to get loans at short notice to meet unexpected crisis. They knew that their wives 

were capable of getting things done and had access to socio-political resources, and began to 

seek their opinions in family or children’s matters. The restrictions imposed on women by 

husbands and family elders reduced in a lot of cases.  The women were conscious of the shift 

in power balances and used that to assert their position. There were also instances were 

oppressive nature of relations did not change. However, the women were bolder to get out of 

such relationships and lead lives of self-reliance. 

‘I say, “I am going” don’t even ask for permission. That is a huge change from the 

earlier times when I had to get permission to go outside. We become capable of 

working for our families, they can’t do without us… ‘ – A focus group participant 
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Although many women were happy with the changes in family hierarchy and content to stay 

in that realm, a number of them decided to extend the use of their newly acquired power and 

legitimacy to other socio-political contexts. 

‘Realizing that there were people who suffered more than myself, I took a firm 

decision. I made the pledge to work for those who were miserable apart from working 

for my family – Sarojini 

The other actors from the community and financial and political institutions began to depend 

on women for achieving own or common economic, social or developmental goals. KS 

women were called upon when social issues needed addressing. Their integrity and capacity 

to fight for right causes are widely acknowledged. The women were not hesitant to exercise 

their power in social contexts. 

‘Wherever crisis situations arise, we are called forth to intervene and find solutions. 

The faith that people have on us is increasing day by day…our reputation of no 

corruption in this organization is something all villagers will tell you… this is evident 

from the calls we keep on receiving.’ – Remya 

“In our ward, the nurse didn’t give medical attention to a pregnant lady who was a 

KS member. She was admitted at night in labor pain. Despite several people going to 

the nurse and asking for help, she refused to come. Then, somehow, the lady was 

taken to a midwife, who helped her with the delivery. Next day itself, the KS members 

got together and made arrangements for transfer of that nurse along with a formal 

warning. The new nurse is discharging her duties quite effectively, also fearful of the 
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situation faced by her predecessor.” – Girija 

Financial institutions began to give preferential treatment to KS women. The banks judge KS 

members as good risk profiles. They also supported KS members’ claims that any villager, 

whose credibility was backed by KS, was given a good risk profile by them. KS women are 

seen as the most reliable and creditworthy customers. 

‘We now get banks loans without getting into many formalities. So, it is easy for us to 

access and we have already learnt the procedures too. Just the name of KS offers 

credibility.’ -  Swathi 

The local, state and central government departments routinely take the help of KS women for 

program implementation in various arenas. It is commonly understood that no other category 

of actors have as much of grass root access, credibility and integrity as the KS women. 

‘Women play a tremendous role in making such schemes successful. NHGs have 

contributed to the success of schemes like drug-free village and pollution free village. 

NHGs help in the implementation of programs with special emphasis on mosquito 

eradication and waste management. The significance of Kudumbashree is underlined 

when we realize that the rein of social progress is now in the hands of women who 

had been mere spectators in the past’. – Sayana 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS 
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In this paper, we set out to explore the processes by which the beneficiaries of socially 

innovative organizations that address inequalities gain legitimacy for themselves as 

economic, social and political actors, enabling them to experience more equitable interactions 

in the dominant institutional spaces. Based on an empirical investigation of beneficiary 

participation and the concurrent changes in the referential beliefs about their status 

characteristics, we uncover the social process of legitimating the actors at the bottom rungs of 

social hierarchies, which is summarized in Figure 1. We find that the four stages empirically 

identified in this process broadly align with the theoretical model for legitimation proposed 

by Johnson, Dowd and Ridgeway (2006). However, there were aspects where the findings 

contradict the predictions by the model, which we discuss below along with potential 

explanations. 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

-------------------------------- 

Johnson, Dowd and Ridgeway (2006) suggest that social innovations are introduced as means 

to address societal issues or structural and social innovations seek to resolve them by creating 

opportunities for actors to engage in and by appealing to their interests. In case of KS, CBOs 

were formed as spaces for actors to engage and poverty eradication as the cause to bring them 

together. There was however a disregard for actors who were chosen as beneficiaries as they 

were low status actors, creating resistance from the higher status actors. What probably 

normalized women’s participation in the program to some extent maybe the rapid scaling up 

involving en masse enrolments across the state, which made it look like a routine practice, 

rather than any interest in the cause. 
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For a social innovation to take roots and create impact, it is necessary for it to be accepted in 

the local context. Johnson, Dowd and Ridgeway (2006) observe that this could be done either 

by demonstrating its fit with the local norms or by not challenging them implicitly or 

explicitly. KS does this to certain extent by embedding the CBOs in women’s homes and 

neighborhoods, thus trying to align with the established norms of keeping women closer to 

homes. However, it does raise the feeling among participants that KS is not about reinforcing 

the prevalent cultural framework, instead it was actually challenging it, and actors do get 

skeptical of that. While the skepticism of low status actors is more related to being pushed 

out of their comfort zones and enactment of familiar scripts, the higher status actors view it as 

a threat to their positions. Here, the CBO structure can be seen as useful. It creates safe and 

supportive spaces for women’s capacity building, minimizing exposure to higher status actors 

who might get more oppressive in their efforts to maintain the status quo. 

As a result of the above, the innovation is able to go on and generate the outcomes it 

envisaged. Concrete outcomes produced by lower status actors reduce the taken-for-

grantedness of the dominant beliefs which views them as less capable. This kick-starts 

shaking up of the referential beliefs (Berger et al., 1998). Although the higher status actors 

may attempt to ignore this, that was not quite possible in case of KS, thanks to the large 

number of success stories and the media publicity it gained. The wide recognition that the 

innovation was able to generate the promised outcomes meant that the actors had to accept it 

as a fact, whether they approved of it or believed in it personally, thus enabling the diffusion 

of new social construction with respect to actor characteristics. 

In the final stage, the innovation establishes the new referential beliefs about actors as a 
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cultural framework that does not require justification (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006). 

Here, we see women being regarded as high status actors without having to repeatedly show 

evidence for their capabilities. Higher status of women becomes a fact that is applied to 

contexts outside of KS as well. Thus, they can be seen as having achieved legitimacy on their 

own, apart from that of KS as an organization.  

Our findings contribute to the scant literature on legitimation of socially excluded actors. The 

theoretical framework based on the conceptualization of legitimacy as a social process, 

especially in relation to the creation of status hierarchies and inequalities is extremely useful 

to explore this topic, but is rarely used.  We provide empirical evidence to demonstrate how 

the legitimation process for mitigating inequality unfolds in practice. This highlights the 

aspects of social innovation that will prove to be beneficial in this process. 
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Table 1. Themes from data analysis 

Stages of 

beneficiary 

participation 

in KS CBO 

Stages of changes in beneficiary women’s position in the status hierarchy and associated changes in 

referential beliefs 

STAGE 1 

Joining KS 
Dismissal  

(intentional disregard of or a benign indifference to their latent capabilities ) 

Activities by 

KS Mission 

and local 

governments 

Word-of –

mouth among 

women 

Women’s responses 

Seeking permission 

Being scared of husband and family 

Hiding their actions 

Others’ responses 

Hostility 

Women “Wander about the town” in the name of K  

Preventing participation; Scolded, displeasure at women’s attempt to step out of home  

Confined;  just cook & serve in kitchen, learn household chores  

Women should be content to live within four walls  

Husbands despised their wives joining KS; Husband’s disapproval of joining KS, husband wanting to 

retain control over the wife 

Dissuading by family; Family scolding them for getting involved in social realm 

Sarcasm 

Making fun of women who wanted to join K; husband’s quote about KS being a financial drain 

Gossips, suspicion, envy about participation in K  

Women not showing enough interest 

No previous experience or leadership skills 

Encouragement 

Supportive family quote(father-in-law’s encouragement) 

End to sarcasm 

STAGE 2 

Capacity 

building 

Doubt  

(serious doubts about their capabilities’ to a mild curiosity to consider /observe possibilities of their 

success) 

Economic 

empowerment 

Women’s 

empowerment 

Socio-political 

empowerment 

Formal roles 

and 

responsibilities 

Women’s responses 

General fear of stepping outside their homes 

Tormented, miserable; Fears and Trepidation; Terrified, break into tears, extremely timid; Reluctance to 

step forward  

Did not know what and how to do things outside home 

Suffered from some personal deficiency, covered my face 

Afraid, Hesitant, Self-imposed confinement  

Scared of authorities(police) 

Fear of travelling alone/staying away from family 

Anxieties about roles and responsibilities 

Doubt about ability to hold meetings 

How could I repay a loan? KS woman being unable to contribute to thrift 

Would I be mentally, physically & economically ruined? 

Bad to run around to find women to join K 

Can a widow hold positions? 

Self-doubt, sacrificing positions for family  

Others’ responses 

Serious doubt 

Fraud, embezzlement, women’s organization will not last 

Tough to hold women together, Sarcasm, 

Insinuation that women can only quarrel 

Refusal to give financial contributions to KS by husband 
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Mild curiosity 
Objection that light & sound enterprise is a man’s terrain and not women’s, 

Joking remarks arising from men’s insecurity  

STAGE 3 

Outcome 

generation 

Recognition  

(noticing their success, and a wholehearted or reluctant acknowledgment) 

Family level 

outcomes 

Community 

level outcomes 

Governance 

level outcomes 

Women’s responses 

Acquire the energy, seek solutions; Could provide relief ;  

Self- confidence, Capable of facing crisis, boldness, courage to speak her mind and act, mobility, getting 

things done; avoid unnecessary dependence on relations;  

Capability to lead a value based life, developing our personalities, confidence, hopefulness; determination 

to face challenges 

Losing the feeling of shame, Not bothered about what others say 

Self- reliance, Capable of raising children with a sense of purpose, financial discipline at home; Managing 

the household resources better, Ability to repay loans, 

K only reason for transformation;  

Gave shape to me;  

Understanding/ interacting with others, Peace, Happiness, Love and friendship from KS members, 

neighborliness; Pride, fraternity,  

Solidarity of K- Everything could be done if we stand together 

Significant changes, encouraged to step out of the kitchen 

Feeling of part of the society, faith that we also could do something for the world 

gaining respect for any kind of work, doing good to family and the society, 

Courage, live for oneself, read/respond, how did you get this courage?  

Raising voice against social evils, dealing with government offices 

Others’ responses 

Change in husband’s attitude to KS participation 

Opportunities to provide help to others; Affection, Admiration; Dignity, known and recognize me for my 

active role; Widely loved/respected in Panchayath, 

Recognition that women should not be side-lined;  

Recognition leading to power to confront social evils among men;  

Encouragement from  the top;  

Recognition from society/home;  

Husband & son including her financial discussions 

Grudging recognition from the husband 

Sarcastic acknowledgement 

STAGE 4 

Expanding 

the realm of 

action 

Reliance  

(accepting contributions to economic and social advancement to dependence on them for achieving 

own/common economic/social goals) 

Greater roles 

within KS 

Roles/activities 

outside KS 

Reliance by family 

Support family; 

Family income grew due to personal contribution 

Learned how to travel, living without a husband for 13 years with two children to look after 

Found ways, explore sources of money, proactive; Able to reject money lenders, 

finished construction of my house 

ability to supplement erratic family income 

supporting children’s education; 

better health outcomes, lifted out of poverty 

Education for children, financial resources from KS to pay off husband’s loan 

Paying for hospitalizing sick husband 

Reliance by community 

Engaged in a noble endeavor; Realize needs of others, bring to social mainstream own voice,  

Active involvement in socio-political developments. 

Someone (K members) are there to support others at all times. Do things for others. Capable of working 

for upliftment  of women, exercising their rights, facing the challenges 

Capable of protecting others 

Clean up, help others 

Valuable contribution for the homeless  mentally challenged 

financial upliftment of poor families 

Stopped the social gambling among men, increase in men’s contribution to families and in turn to NHGs 

Social workers - Kudumbashree activists 
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Intervening in the issues of other families and resolving them, reconciling couples, 

KS as a source of information about the village, KS as a source of support. 

Support for projects such as drug free village, pollution free village, mosquito eradication, waste 

management, reign of social progress shifted to women. 

Reliance by financial/economic institutions 

Support mechanism to provide jobs/ income part of rural life 

Agriculture, price control, vegetable markets:  

Self-employment, financial resources; Setting up business ventures taking loans, repaying loans, goat 

farming, Investment in auto rickshaws,  

Expanding the business 

Sharing of financial resources, starting a venture, collective spending decisions. Opportunity to save, 

Ability to make KS remittances own her own, availability of loans 

Saving deposits  

KS as a source for financial resources; Large pool of financial resources (millions); Linkage loans. 

Loan re-payment, ability to raise more loans 

Reliance by the governments at various levels 

Become representatives in local bodies,  

City cleaning 

Mending roads, constructs houses with the help of panchayat. 

Getting things done at government offices without political party interventions. 
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Figure 1. Empirical model for the progressive shift in the referential beliefs about the beneficiaries of a socially innovative organization 

Social Innovation General Validation Local Validation Diffusion 

Outcome generation Expansion of realm of 
action 

Capacity building Joining 

Stages of change in referential beliefs with respect to beneficiary women and their position in status hierarchy 

Dismissal Reliance Recognition Doubt 

‘It is 
WOMEN’ 
(New beliefs) 

‘It is ONLY 
women’ 

(Old beliefs) 

Stages of beneficiary participation in KS CBO 
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