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A B S T R A C T   

Prior research on social entrepreneurship highlights the role and importance of values in 
managing change, yet few studies examine processes of managing values to achieve social 
change. Through a longitudinal case study of the social organization Barefoot College, we ex-
plored how a social entrepreneur navigated conflicting values to address issues of gender in-
equality and effect social change. We found that the social entrepreneur engaged in values-re-
lated work, purposively interpreting and enacting values-laden practices to bring about a quiet 
transformation within the community. In our resulting value augmentation model, we capture a 
process that anchors and amplifies social values, rather than replaces them, and with this model, 
we develop theory on values work and sustainable social change.  

Executive summary 

Social entrepreneurship focuses on resolving societal problems and driving social change (Dees, 1998; Williams and Shepherd, 
2016; Zahra and Wright, 2016). In social entrepreneurship settings, the social entrepreneur is often confronted with a paradox: he or 
she must align organizational values with existing community values to mobilize support for change while simultaneously stimu-
lating the re-evaluation of these very values to trigger progressive, beneficial societal change (Mair et al., 2016; Maurer et al., 2011;  
Seelos et al., 2011; Venkataraman, 2004). Although scholars acknowledge the role and importance of values in the change process, 
few studies pay attention to processes of managing and actively negotiating values during social change efforts (Alvord et al., 2004;  
Amis et al., 2002; Kraatz et al., 2010). 

We address this gap through a longitudinal case study of Barefoot College, a social enterprise in India that has successfully 
navigated conflicting social values and effected social change. We uncovered a proactive process of retaining and amplifying social 
values of tradition in the community to accommodate modern values of gender equality. Underpinning this process was the impactful 
role of strategic values work—the work involved in actions and practices that “provoke and perform values” and through which 
“abstract values come to be embodied and manifest” (Gehman et al., 2013: 102; Raynard et al., 2020). The social entrepreneur behind 
Barefoot College was instrumental in anchoring and augmenting social values of tradition through purposefully enacted practices that 
mediated between antithetical values. This process helped the social enterprise co-opt existing community values and ground its 
progressive work toward social change in understandings that were at once novel and expansive while simultaneously being familiar. 
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Our study extends theory on social change and values work, suggesting practical alternatives for social entrepreneurs looking to 
address culturally rooted, entrenched societal problems. Unlike the majority of social entrepreneurship literature that centers on 
outcomes, we explicate a process of social change that overcomes societal challenges, as illustrated in our process model. Importantly, 
instead of transforming or replacing existing social values, we show how an organization can work within existing value structures to 
effect sustainable and uncontested social change (Manfredo et al., 2016). Contrasting with studies that usually present the effects of 
unplanned and unintended changes in practices on values, our findings show how carefully crafted practices can expand and sup-
plement values. As such, our study takes a dynamic view of values and builds theory in the emerging area of values work (Gehman 
et al., 2013). This perspective characterizes values-laden practices as resources for the social entrepreneur who can use them to 
enable social change. Recognizing the mediating role of values in supporting or inhibiting social change, our study more generally 
highlights the need for social entrepreneurs to work with values to bring about sustainable and non-violent social change. 

1. Introduction 

Social entrepreneurship is characterized by a commitment to addressing societal problems and stimulating social change in 
accordance with the organization's social mission (Alvord et al., 2004; Dees, 1998; Hervieux and Voltan, 2018; Williams and 
Shepherd, 2016; Zahra and Wright, 2016). Accomplishing social change involves stimulating large-scale transformation in social 
structures—patterns of social action and interaction—in a society or group (Sheldon and Moore, 1968). Scholars tend to agree that 
such behavioral patterns usually represent people's underlying values with people behaving according to their values either due to a 
need for consistency between their personal beliefs and actions, or because value-consistent action is rewarding (Bardi and Schwartz, 
2003; Kniss, 1988; McMichael, 2016; Rokeach, 1973; Williams Jnr, 1979). In the case of social values, people seek to behave 
according to the norms of the social system to which they belong, suggesting that a change in these values will lead to a change in 
these people's behavior (Manfredo et al., 2016). Thus, social change and social values are intertwined. Several studies show that 
values shape, legitimate, and embed change, thereby both enabling and constraining change efforts (Amis et al., 2002; DiMaggio, 
1994; Ney et al., 2014; Schwartz, 2015). However, to date, research on social change has tended to focus on outcomes related to 
behavior modifications rather than on the more deep-seated change in beliefs and values that must accompany sustainable societal 
transformation (Stephan et al., 2016). Therefore, in this paper, we examine processes that negotiate and reconcile heterogeneous 
values at the core of what Stephan et al. (2016: 1250) term “deep-level” social change—that is, change based on “altered beliefs, 
attitudes, and meanings.” 

Although research on social change recognizes the role of values in managing change, few studies examine how values themselves 
are negotiated during change processes (Alvord et al., 2004; Amis et al., 2002; de Bruin et al., 2017; Gehman et al., 2013; Kraatz 
et al., 2010). Attention to social values is vital for social entrepreneurs, who must “craft a vision for divergent change” and oftentimes 
need to shift the mindset of targeted groups toward a different understanding as encoded in their organizational missions (Amis et al., 
2002; Battilana et al., 2009: 79; Dees, 1998). In fact, Mair and Martí (2006) contend that social entrepreneurs' ability to change norms 
may be even more significant than the social problems they set out to address. However, attempts to alter prevailing social structures 
by introducing alternate worldviews can often take the form of confrontational approaches since they challenge the dominant norms 
and values of communities and larger societies (Bakker et al., 2013; Mair et al., 2012; McCright and Dunlap, 2000; Vaccaro and 
Palazzo, 2015). Previous research suggests that social entrepreneurs can circumvent such tension by presenting novel perspectives in 
a manner that coheres with stakeholders' and beneficiaries' familiar beliefs and values, thus making change efforts more palatable and 
persuasive (Bansal, 2003; Cornelissen et al., 2011). This situation, however, presents a paradox to social entrepreneurs: on the one 
hand, they must stimulate a re-evaluation of social values to trigger progressive and beneficial change, and on the other hand, their 
change efforts need to resonate with those very same values. This conundrum befalls many social enterprises, yet there are few 
empirical or theoretical studies exploring how such processes of social change are enacted by social entrepreneurs (Mair et al., 2016;  
Maurer et al., 2011; Perrini et al., 2010; Seelos et al., 2011; Stephan et al., 2016). 

We address this puzzle through a longitudinal case study of Barefoot College, a social enterprise in India. The organization 
successfully tackled the problem of gender inequality in a patriarchal society by nurturing a quiet yet radical transformation in the 
organization and its surrounding community. Specifically, in investigating this phenomenon, we asked, How does a social enterprise 
work with and around entrenched community values as part of its social mission to create progressive social change? The case study method 
allowed us to study social change in a real-life setting (Yin, 2014) and provided a grounded, cultural perspective that was critical to 
uncovering and interpreting values work given the communal embeddedness of social values and their practices (Gehman et al., 
2019). For instance, since practices tend to reflect and reinforce social values, we found that practices of women not handling 
finances was both a reproduction of patriarchal values and at the same time served to strengthen these very values. Furthermore, our 
case study of a social venture in a small-scale setting was ideal for theory building since the site afforded opportunities to minutely 
observe a complex problem in situ and examine socially relevant solutions (Mair et al., 2016). Based on primary and secondary data 
about the case, we uncovered a process of social change whereby the entrepreneur garnered the support of the community through a 
process of retaining and amplifying social values of tradition to accommodate modern values of gender equality. 

Underpinning this change process was the expansive role of strategic values work—the work involved in practices that “provoke 
and perform values” and through which “abstract values come to be embodied and manifest”—in the organization and, through its 
work, in the community (Gehman et al., 2013: 102; Raynard et al., 2020). Values work is especially germane to the study of social 
entrepreneurship with its normative orientation manifest in programs that stimulate positive social change, and calls for an un-
derstanding of values as an end in themselves (Mair et al., 2016; Selznick, 1957; Tsirogianni and Gaskell, 2011). As outlined in our 
value augmentation process model, in our study, the social entrepreneur instituted practices of co-opting, clustering, and coalescing to 
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accomplish values work aimed at anchoring and augmenting values of tradition in and through their work. Engaging in such purposive 
values work, the social entrepreneur and his enterprise channeled diverse values through practices that assuaged concerns, cir-
cumvented resistance, and managed the mood of the workers and the community surrounding the enterprise. 

Through our analysis, we aim to build theory in two ways. Firstly, despite growing interest in social entrepreneurship research, there are 
few studies on processes of transformative and positive societal change (Perrini et al., 2010; Stephan et al., 2016). We address this gap and 
develop theory on proactive processes of social change arising out of values work as presented in our value augmentation model. In a recent 
study, Mair et al. (2016) reveal how purposive activity in the form of a social program achieved disguised goals of overcoming inequality. We 
build on this research, however, instead of a mechanism that transforms behavioral patterns and structures, we explicate a process that retains 
social values but amplifies and supplements them to accomplish change. Detailing this process, our model shows how the entrepreneur uses 
values-laden practices to maneuver around traditional values and make space for modern values of gender equality. In doing so, we respond 
to calls for research that works within existing value structures (Manfredo et al., 2016). 

Second, we contribute to a practice-based and performative view of values (Gehman et al., 2013; Kraatz et al., 2020). A number of 
social entrepreneurship studies investigating values and practices show how the moralizing elements of values may be used to change 
practices (Maurer et al., 2011; Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015). In comparison, our study is one of the first to show how carefully crafted 
practices can be employed to shape social values and negotiate societal change. Through our untangling of values-laden practices 
enabled by the social entrepreneur, our study contributes to a “performative understanding of values” and builds theory in the 
emerging area of values work (Gehman et al., 2013: 84). In particular, our perspective characterizes values-infused practices as tools 
that social entrepreneurs can strategically use to work with and around values to achieve a more organic and uncontested form of 
social change. Recognizing the mediating role of values in supporting or inhibiting social change, our study more generally highlights 
the need for social entrepreneurs to work with values to bring about sustainable and non-violent social change. 

2. Theoretical background 

Here we provide an overview of the literature framing our research including relevant findings on social entrepreneurship, 
societal change, social values, values work, and practices. 

2.1. Social change and social values 

There is general agreement in the literature that social entrepreneurship is characterized by the ambition to address social 
problems and stimulate societal transformation (Alvord et al., 2004; Mair and Martí, 2006; Zahra et al., 2009). Studies attest to the 
potential of social entrepreneurship to create niche solutions designed to tackle complex and persistent problems (Seelos and Mair, 
2005; Williams and Shepherd, 2016; Zahra et al., 2009). In this sense, social entrepreneurs are the “change agents in the social sector” 
who create systemic change and tackle the root causes of social problems (Dees, 1998: 4). Tasked with pioneering creative ap-
proaches that negotiate and embed change, social entrepreneurs must exploit resources and grapple with the factors that enable and 
constrain social change initiatives (Dacin et al., 2010; Mair and Martí, 2006). Since social change involves alterations in societal 
structures and arrangements, the social values that underlie community practices are important factors mediating change (Maurer 
et al., 2011; Schwartz, 2015; Verplanken and Holland, 2002). 

Although values have been defined in various ways (for a review on values, and an explanation of the differences between values, 
ideals, attitudes, and beliefs, see Hitlin and Piliavin, 2004), they are generally conceptualized as: enduring beliefs that are ordered by 
relative importance (Schwartz, 2012); suggest a particular mode of conduct over another (Rokeach, 1973); and have an aspirational 
and normative side as “things worth having, doing, and being” (Selznick, 1994: 60). For our study, we draw on Kluckhohn's de-
scription since it encompasses groups, and define social values as the overarching principles of a group or community that orient 
behavior, provide a source of meaning, and suggest “modes, means, and ends of actions” (Hitlin and Piliavin, 2004; Kluckhohn, 1951: 
395; Kraatz et al., 2020). A modification in social values must accompany social entrepreneurship efforts aimed at enhancing societal 
well-being to achieve deep-level positive social change (Stephan et al., 2016). Several studies discuss the ways in which values 
influence the change process of which two broad streams of research are particularly relevant for our study (Amis et al., 2002; Kraatz 
et al., 2020). 

One research stream argues that organizations seeking to motivate change must find common ground between their values and 
those of the social systems within which they operate to secure trust and garner stakeholder engagement and commitment to change 
(Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Elving, 2005; Henderson and Thompson, 2003). In this view, change organizations that champion the 
social and cultural values of the communities they serve are able to mobilize participants. However, adhering to these values can 
dismiss alternate worldviews and hinder change efforts (Mair et al., 2012; Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015). In effect, by aligning or-
ganizational values with community social values, social entrepreneurs may find it difficult to introduce new perspectives that oppose 
these very social values (Holm, 1995; Seelos et al., 2011; Tobias et al., 2013). 

The other research stream underscores the importance of espousing and advancing values that align with the organization's social 
welfare or social change mission (Cho, 2006). In fact, Haedicke (2012) cautions that adopting values that appear to violate an 
organization's social mission can be detrimental to that organization, depriving it of moral legitimacy as well as the support of 
important stakeholders so that organizations can end up failing to muster the support of both “the excluders and the excluded” (Mair 
et al., 2016: 2022; Selznick, 1957). Consequently, organizations must champion the values that align with their missions or run the 
risk of being seen as hypocritical by some stakeholders (Besharov, 2014; Cha and Edmondson, 2006; Kraatz et al., 2010). Notably, the 
inter-sectorial nature of social entrepreneurship oftentimes compels organizations to engage with diverse stakeholders and a 
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“heterogeneity of identities, interests, cultures and values” (Ferraro et al., 2015; Gehman et al., 2013; Cho 2006: 52; Perrini and 
Vurro, 2006). The upshot of these research streams is that on the one hand social entrepreneurs are wise to accommodate and 
embrace community values, whilst on the other hand they need to introduce values that present oppositional worldviews. 

Scholars suggest various strategies to resolve this dichotomy, including transforming values (Schultz and Zelezny, 2003), de-
feating and replacing established values (Battilana et al., 2009; Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015), bridging values (Maurer et al., 2011), 
engendering disassociation from old values, and stimulating identification with new values (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Raynard 
et al., 2020; Sonenshein, 2010). Overall, for social entrepreneurs tasked with energizing and stimulating social change, it appears that 
prompting a shift in values is key. However, efforts to induce a shift in social values may be unsuccessful or transient due to the 
stability of social values and cultures that exists, having been built up over time (DiMaggio, 1994; Manfredo et al., 2016; Schwartz, 
2006). At the societal level, studies show that traditional values tend to persist despite modernization and economic development 
(Inglehart and Baker, 2000). Notwithstanding the persistence of social values, scholars acknowledge that systems of social values are 
malleable and dynamic, evolving over time as groups adapt to changes in their environments (Schwartz, 1996; Seligman and Katz, 
1996; Tetlock et al., 1996; Williams Jnr, 1979). Consequently, recent research is seeing a small but burgeoning interest in studying 
value change although research on deliberately induced value adjustments remains sparse (Bardi and Schwartz, 2013; Inglehart, 
1997; Manfredo et al., 2016). Taking into account the dynamic nature of values and cognizant of the dilemmas faced by social 
entrepreneurs in accomplishing social change, we investigate how the performative power of values can be strategically employed to 
modify values and embed social change (Gehman et al., 2013; Kraatz et al., 2020; Selznick, 1957; Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015). 

2.2. Values work and practices 

Gehman et al. (2013) conceptualize “values work” to describe the processes underlying the emergence and performance of values 
practices. Building on this processual view and going beyond prevalent cognitive and cultural notions of values, we see values as 
being deeply embedded in the world, manifesting not just in institutions, symbols, and communication patterns but also in practices 
(Gehman et al., 2013; Manfredo et al., 2016). In this sense, values can provide critical resources for social change agents (Kraatz 
et al., 2010) who can use values to bring about changes in practices (Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015). 

Similarly, since the very organization of a practice—“what ends should be pursued, how actions should be carried out, who can 
participate, what actions are appropriate and to what end,”—suggests a normative orientation making practices themselves “values- 
laden” or infused with values (Gehman et al., 2013: 87; Gehman, 2020; Schatzki, 2002). In this sense, practices can shape and guide 
values. Accordingly, scholars describe how material changes in practices and artifacts can drive shifts in beliefs and values 
(Greenwood et al., 2002; Smets et al., 2012) and how social value priorities change over time as a result of exposure to new 
experiences, situations, and information (Bardi and Goodwin, 2011). For instance, Gehman et al. (2013) describe how the emergence 
of an honor code at a business school reflecting values of honesty and integrity was preceded by extensive “values work” such as 
efforts to avoid cheating scandals. Although practices in this sense shape and embed values, the current literature leans toward 
studying unintentional and unplanned changes in practices. Besides these theoretical advancements, we know little about how social 
entrepreneurs introduce new practices in environments steeped in tradition to accomplish social change. To fill this gap, we un-
dertook a case study of a social enterprise that successfully integrated values of gender equality in a patriarchal community and 
examined the role of purposeful practices in fostering values of gender equality in a conservative rural society. 

3. Method 

3.1. Research setting 

The empirical context for our research is Barefoot College (Barefoot), a social enterprise that has been quietly effecting radical and 
robust change in rural societies worldwide over the course of 50 years. Established in 1971 in a state with endemic gender inequality 
and low female literacy rates (Census of India, 2011), Barefoot has received worldwide acclaim for its innovative program training 
illiterate mothers and grandmothers from across the developing world to become technicians and solar energy entrepreneurs, or 
“solar mamas” (Fong, 2013). Barefoot started slowly but scaled rapidly in later years, expanding across 1300 villages in 97 countries 
with its model of empowering women in rural communities and bringing solar power to rural regions in the developing countries of 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Through this work, Barefoot accomplishes transformative social change—empowering women at the 
intersection of poverty and gender discrimination—while challenging established norms and confronting a rigid patriarchy. How-
ever, over the years, it has faced only a modicum of resistance from the communities in which it operates. 

3.1.1. Founding and evolution of Barefoot College 
In 1971, Sanjit Roy (Roy) and a small group of friends established the Social Work and Research Centre (SWRC), later renamed 

Barefoot College, in Tilonia, rural Rajasthan, India, with the primary aim of “helping the poor.” Although the overriding mission has 
remained one of rural development and poverty alleviation, the enterprise's emergent strategy has morphed and advanced from one 
focused on digging wells to one focused on training and empowering women to become solar technicians and entrepreneurs. 

The organization's founding was preceded by a severe drought in the region, which motivated its initial strategy of digging wells and 
locating ground water to help the rural community (O'Brien, 1996). According to Roy, the organization aimed “to combine urban formal 
learning with traditional rural wisdom and knowledge” to achieve these aims (Interview, 2017). However, its mission was hampered by a 
slow and bureaucratic political system and a high turnover of urban employees, prompting the organization to look within its rural 
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community for recruitment (Roy and Hartigan, 2008). Reflecting this deliberate shift in its approach, Barefoot began eschewing all “urban” 
knowledge, including educational and professional degrees awarded by universities, and instead began promoting and privileging traditional 
rural skills. Consequently, strategies related to developing self-reliance, promoting rural skills, and building confidence emerged, and the idea 
of setting up a college to teach and develop local competencies took shape. This change was depicted in the organization's adoption of the 
name Barefoot College in 1984, with its logo of a pair of feet symbolizing its rural roots. 

Adopting a multipronged strategy to support rural development locally, Barefoot embarked on projects related to water desali-
nation and opened “night schools” for children who had to work on farms during the day. In the late 1990s, Barefoot launched a solar- 
energy training program to train men as technicians to introduce solar power in villages. However, the increasing trend of men 
migrating to cities after completing their training prompted Barefoot to train women instead, especially older women, thus laying the 
seeds for the solar mamas program, which formally launched in 2003. Fig. 1 shows women training at the college to become 
“barefoot solar engineers,” and Fig. 2 shows these engineers demonstrating how a solar cooker works. 

In recent years (preceding and including our field research), we noticed another subtle shift in strategy. With the solar training 
program for women gaining traction and spreading to countries across the world, Barefoot began emphasizing values of women 
empowerment and individualism (in addition to previously espoused values of gender equality) in ways that were still largely 
compatible with traditional values. This shift was also reflected in the appointment of a woman CEO in 2014 and, more unequi-
vocally, in the launch of the Enriche program in 2016, which was set up to train women to become entrepreneurs and establish 
ventures that leverage their rural heritage but also allow space for “individual aspirations.” Table 1 presents a timeline of the 
enterprise and its evolving community-related programs. 

Fig. 1. Women from 17 countries training to become barefoot solar technicians, or solar mamas.  

Fig. 2. A Barefoot solar cooker engineer teaches a program participant how to use a solar cooker (Bhurji, 2011).  
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3.2. Research design 

We adopted a longitudinal case study methodology given our focus on social practices and processes in a locally bound context (Yin, 
2014). Our site location in rural India provided us “a textbook example of a hierarchical society” with patently obvious patterns of inequality 
(Béteille, 1965: 46; Mair et al., 2016). The small-scale setting made ethnographic fieldwork appropriate, providing contextual understanding 
and rich data (Mair et al., 2016). Supporting this approach was the first author's familiarity with the wider community and its conventions as 
well as knowledge of the local languages, which facilitated a nuanced interpretation of practices. Further, our personal connections with 
Barefoot's top management team and long-term association with the organization enabled greater access to information, affording oppor-
tunities for in-depth interviews and extensive periods of non-participant observation (Yin, 2014). The organization's long history also pro-
vided us with longitudinal archival data, which allowed for a processual view (Langley, 2009) facilitating a performative analysis of values 
(Gehman et al., 2013). In line with such an approach, we traced the evolution of the organization and identified temporal brackets based on 
periods of significant shifts in practices and the introduction of new practices. Since social practices are based on shared underlying structures 
and acquire meaning only when seen in context, we examined particular situated circumstances to explain the emergence of practices and 
their effect on the communal value system (Gross, 2009). 

3.3. Data sources 

We collected data in the form of archival records, artifacts, non-participant observations, and interviews. This mix of primary and 
secondary data enabled data triangulation, while the constant comparative method guided our concurrent data collection and 
analysis (Glaser, 1978). 

Table 1 
Barefoot College timeline (including external [E] and internal [I] events)    

E 1969–1970: Severe drought in Rajasthan. 
I 1971: Sanjit “Bunker” Roy establishes Social Work and Research Center (SWRC) in Tilonia, Rajasthan. 
E 1972–1974: The government of India launches drought-relief schemes. 
I 1972: Drilling for wells and a rainwater-harvesting program initiated by SWRC. 
I 1975: First-ever women’s craft fair organized by SWRC to sell products made by women. 
E 1978: The government of India launches the Farmers’ Literacy and Adult Education programs. 
I 1978: SWRC opens night schools and launches health and education programs. 
I Until 1978, few employees from the lower caste and no women employees at SWRC. 
I 1979: The organization faces a crisis. SWRC dismisses an employee from the upper caste for embezzlement, and is faced with a lawsuit. SWRC wins the case. 
I 1980a: SWRC begins to employ an increasing number of people from marginalized communities. 
E 1981: Rural women protest lower-than-minimum wages paid to them for famine-relief work. Roy files a case on behalf of the women against the state. The 

women win the case at the Supreme Court. 
I 1984: The name Barefoot College is adopted (SWRC remains the registered name). 
E 1985: A craft fair is jointly organized by SWRC and several government agencies. One thousand women from all over India participate in the four-day event. 
I 1986: A local “architect” (no professional degree) designs the Barefoot campus. Rural employees use traditional design elements to build the college, which 

is solar electrified. 
I 1988: An experimental primary school is started by Barefoot. 
E 1989: For the first time, women begin attending local council meetings (panchayats). 
I 1998: Kamala Devi becomes the first woman to be trained as a solar engineer. 
I 2002: Barefoot is awarded the Aga Khan Award for the college building’s architecture. Barefoot later returns the award since the award citation included 

the name of a professional architect. 
I 2000: Barefoot develops solar water heaters to provide rural communities access to a sustainable, smoke-free source of hot water. Rural youth, all men, are 

trained to build and install the heaters. 
I 2003: Barefoot creates the Society of Women Barefoot Solar Cooker Engineers. 
I 2003 a : The solar training program exclusively for women is formally launched. 
I 2004: Barefoot receives an award from the Skoll Foundation. 
I 2006: International solar training program launched to train women from developing countries. 
E 2010: Nauroti, a former Barefoot employee, becomes the first woman to head a local council (panchayat). 
I 2010: Roy is recognized by TIME magazine as one of the 100 most influential people in the world. 
I 2012: Barefoot collaborates with UNESCO's Global Partnership for Girls’ and Women’s Education. 
I 2012: The Dalai Lama visits Barefoot College. 
I 2013: Roy receives the Clinton Global Citizen Award along with activist Malala Yousufzai. 
I 2015: Barefoot College enters into partnerships with Hogan Lovell International and Microsoft Inc. 
I 2016 a : Enriche program launched with the objective of supporting women to become “entrepreneurs and leaders to transform themselves and 

their communities.” 
I 2016: Barefoot launches digital literacy programs for women. 
I 2016: Beekeeping and honey marketing enterprise programs are launched to train women entrepreneurs. 
I 2017: The coffee program is launched for women entrepreneurs, providing training and access to a centralized solar roasting facility in Tilonia. 
I 2018: The Enriche Bazaar is organized to develop business, financial, and marketing skills. 
I 2018: Barefoot receives the Hillary Institute Award for sustainability. 
I 2018: Barefoot develops a gender sensitization curriculum for schools in collaboration with Girl Rising. 
E 2019: Barefoot women run a solar workshop at the UN Sustainable Development festival in Germany. 
I 2019: Solar digital night schools are launched in collaboration with Microsoft. 

a Turning points signifying substantial shifts in practices and demarcating temporal brackets.  
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3.3.1. Archival records 
We began our research in June 2016 by accessing and examining relevant archival records from online sources, including 

documented interviews; the organization's website; newspaper, magazine, and journal articles; podcasts; blogs; reports; and social 
media posts on various sites. We also took advantage of the availability of an eclectic mix of various online datasets, such as Internet 
Archives' Wayback Machine.1 We collected over 297 documents and over 400 social media posts. In view of the organization's 50- 
year history, archival data sources were an important information source, allowing us to trace the evolution of practices and pro-
viding insights based on the absence of practices, such as early recruitment practices that did not include staffing women in the 
organization (Langley et al., 2013). Archival records were also important since practices at the time of founding revealed the genesis 
for later strategies and practices (see Table 2 for a detailed list of archival sources). Initially, we focused on archival data collection to 
gain an overview of the organization and social change processes involved. In later phases of data collection and analysis in the field, 
archival records helped triangulate our interview and observation data and avoid retrospective bias. 

3.3.2. Interviews 
We conducted 54 interviews over four rounds of field data collection, sampling interview participants purposively to ensure a mix 

of respondents from different organizational levels and from various community positions. We carried out semi-structured and 
unstructured interviews in the participants' own languages except in the case of four interviews that were conducted in English. The 
interviews lasted 60 min on average. In addition to the interviews, several shorter informal exchanges and interactions took place 
that were not recorded but formed part of our field notes. 

We began this stage by first interviewing Roy (the social entrepreneur and founder of Barefoot) as well as top management team members 
to understand the organization's mission, changes in its objectives over the years, and its social change commitment. In later interviews with 
management, we probed deeper by asking about the organization's reasons for adopting certain practices while rejecting others, its methods 
for ensuring the acceptance of new practices (e.g., those of women and men eating together), and the challenges it faced in introducing new 
practices. We also asked questions related to individual, organizational, and social values; how the organization looked below surface values 
and practices to understand deeper meanings; and what the organization did to ensure agreement between various stakeholders. In the case of 
employees (drawn from the community) and other external community members, we asked questions regarding their views on changes in the 
organization and in their own lives, their own practices and beliefs, and changes in their attitudes and values. Finally, interviews with interns 
and volunteers from outside the community gave us a different perspective about local practices and values and provided insights about their 
experiences of living and adapting to life in a rural setting and the changes they had witnessed firsthand. 

Overall, the first round of interviews was exploratory in nature, while the second and third rounds were more specific and theory 
informed, allowing us to clarify points and corroborate key findings and thus increasing reliability. Conducting the interviews over 
four successive periods between April 2017 and June 2019 allowed us to repeat interviews with some of the same participants to 
enhance robustness. 

3.3.3. Non-participant observations 
The first author observed formal and informal interactions among organization and community members over 12 days while based in the 

community. Such observations formed a key part of our data, providing an intimate understanding of local practices in a natural setting and 
allowing us to explore the social context from within (Van Maanen, 1979). Informal interactions during mealtimes, visits to participants' 
homes, and even attending local festivals and a wedding, allowed us to fully appreciate the context as well as detect subtle practices that were 
missed during interviews and were not directly visible in archival accounts. As a result, we were able to observe the actual meanings and 
activities around practices (Czarniawska, 2007). This immersive approach also brought to our attention several key artifacts and symbols, 
such as the traditional teaching aids used in the night schools and puppets used for communication. We recorded these artifacts and symbols 

Table 2 
Summary of archival data.    

• Newspaper reports (local and national)—85  

• Papers in academic journals—5  

• Magazine articles—112  

• Book chapters—2  

• Websites (Barefoot College, government of India, partner NGOs, others)—7  

• Reports from funding agencies, the United Nations, and governments—12  

• Transcripts of video and audio interviews—6  

• Instagram posts—200+  

• Tweets—200+  

• Barefoot's Facebook page and posts—17  

• Photographs and videos of routine activities—16  

• Archives of Barefoot College website records since 2000—15  

• Annual reports from 2000 to 2018—19  

• Barefoot's strategic plan 2015–2018—1 

1 The Internet Archives, a 501(c) (3) non-profit, is a digital library of internet sites and other cultural artifacts in digital form beginning in 1996. 
The Barefoot College website forms part of these archives. 
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in photographs and described them in field notes, providing further insights into values and practices. As is the case in an ethnographic 
approach, these detailed non-participant observations allowed us to cross-reference and confirm, “what people did against what they said” 
(Burawoy, 1991: 20) (see Table 3 for a detailed timeline of our fieldwork). 

3.4. Data analysis 

We translated, transcribed, and imported all the data — archival records, interview and observation data, field notes, and 
memos—into MS Word and our qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 12, which enabled efficient organizing and coding of our 
data. Although we did not follow a structured linear process, and our analysis moved between coding, data collection, and theorizing, 
we outline below the major stages of our process sequentially. 

We began by sorting our preliminary archival data and mapping it chronologically with the aim of familiarizing ourselves with 
the “setting under study” (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007: 1270). Considering the wealth of data spanning the organization's 50-year 
history, we were able to establish a comprehensive overview of the organization's evolution, scanning both significant internal events 
and identifying pertinent external events in the community and relevant institutional structures. This overview highlighted how the 
organization advanced from digging wells to training women as solar energy experts and entrepreneurs, thereby establishing gender 
equality norms in its vicinity while retaining overriding values of tradition. In addition to providing a contextualized view of the 
landscape, this part of the analysis also shed light on key turning points and striking events in the organization for which we detected 
relatively little dissent compared to the dramatic social changes effected in and around the organization. Over time, we enriched and 
crosschecked this timeline with our interview and observation data as it became available, to fill in gaps and check for consistency. 

Next, we began analyzing the interview and observation data from the field to understand later-stage changes in the organization and its 
surrounding community. Together with supplementary archival data and our memos, we developed a rich narrative of the case study and the 
change process, triangulating against our multiple data sources. Directing our attention to periods of transformation, we looked for patterns 
and shifts in practices associated with changes in the organization's mission and vision statements, espoused values, strategies, and tactics. 
This narrative shed light on key inflection points and revealed broader shifts in the organization's strategies and values, enabling us to 
categorize practices in and around these significant periods. Zeroing in on the large social transformation periods that corresponded with 
changes in the organization's strategies and underlying values, we utilized the notion of temporal bracketing to divide our process of value 
augmentation into three clearly delineated sub processes (Langley, 2009). For instance, one such fundamental shift was visible in a move from 
the stated practices of not recruiting women to practices of only recruiting and training women for the solar energy program with the 
accompanying morphing and intermingling of values of tradition with modern values of gender equality. Focusing on these periods of change, 
we noticed patterns of practices that enabled an accommodation of values that would have normally been antithetical to the community but 
which, through the mediating role of practices, had come to be accepted in and around the organization. The temporal brackets and points of 
inflection in our study are illustrated in Fig. 3. 

Throughout the data-analysis stage but more so once we had built our narrative, we discussed the main story and key findings among the 
co-authors and iteratively developed a coding scheme to analyze practices, values, and social change processes, which we updated and 
revised several times. Locating ourselves as close to the data as possible, we initially began by empirically coding practices line by line, 

Table 3 
Summary of fieldwork.      

Interviews (formal and informal semi-structured interviews)a and non-participant observations 

April 2017 
Barefoot College, Tilonia, Rajasthan, 
India 

December 2017 
Barefoot College, Tilonia, Rajasthan, 
India 

May 2018 
Prayatna Sansthan (partner of Barefoot), 
Solvata, Rajasthan, India 

June 2019 
Barefoot College, Tilonia, 
Rajasthan   

• Interviews with founder × 2  

• Interviews with senior staff  
members × 4  

• Group interviews with  
volunteers × 2  

• Non-participant observations of 
staff at all levels  
(canteen) × 5 days  

• Non-participant observations of 
social events × 2 days  

• Interviews with founder × 2  

• Interviews with senior staff  
members × 4  

• Interviews with employees × 5  

• Interviews with student  
volunteers × 3  

• Interviews with partner NGO  
staff × 2  

• Interviews with interns × 3  

• Interviews with community  
members × 5  

• Interviews with women solar  
trainees × 6  

• Non-participant observations of 
solar training classes × 3 days  

• Non-participant observations of 
night school students and  
teachers × 3 days  

• Group interviews with Prayatna 
Sansthan management team × 2  

• Interviews with solar mamas across 
6 villages × 8  

• Interviews with village council  
members × 2  

• Non-participant observations of 
solar mamas at their homes and 
with families × 6 visits  

• Non-participant observations of 
community members during social  
events × 2 days  

• Non-Participant observations of 
night school students and  
staff × 1 day  

• Interviews with 4 senior 
leaders  

• Sharing of key findings with 
leadership team at Barefoot  

• Non-participant observations of 
staff members × 2 days  

a Five interviews were video-recorded, 25 interviews were audio-recorded, and 24 interviews were manually recorded in a journal. All data was 
first transcribed, and then coded and analyzed using NVivo 12 (Statistical and Qualitative Data Analysis software) and Microsoft Word.  
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consciously using participants' own language and employing gerunds to tease out processes. The codes were revised and edited several times, 
and once pruned to a more manageable number of representative codes we placed them into meaningful groupings (Charmaz, 2008). The 
coding software supported frequent revisions and the addition of inputs from co-authors at various times; allowed for the efficient man-
agement of changes; enabled the visualization of several options; and ensured a transparent and collaborative coding process. This process 
had the added benefit of balancing perspectives between the authors and reducing the field researcher bias that arises because of the 
subjectivity and emotionality inherent in an ethnographic approach (Kisfalvi, 2006). 

Gradually, we saw our empirical codes morph into more abstract second-order categories, which then coalesced around aggregate 
dimensions or themes, which we divided into two broad phases based on outcomes and a more radical shift in direction (Smets et al., 
2012). We compared the emergent themes against relevant literature to validate our theoretical conceptualization of a process of 
value augmentation and social change through practices that bring together the seemingly incompatible values of tradition and 
modernity, as encapsulated in our model. 

We labeled the first phase of this process as one of anchoring values. The initial set of practices under this phase related to leadership 
discerning and evaluating social values in the community, which we captured with the second-order category of cooperative discernment to 
describe the interactive and collaborative nature of practices involving extensive engagement between the organization and the community. 
Following this process, we classified practices related to selectively adopting and then explicitly espousing social values as part of organi-
zational values under the second-order category of empathic projection. We aggregated these practices under the dimension of co-opting2 to 
reflect how values were co-constructed and jointly adopted by the organization and the community. 

We called the next phase of the process augmenting values since this is where the process shifted toward expanding certain social 
values through practices. We labeled the first set of practices in this phase defamiliarization since the social entrepreneur facilitated 
the altering and reshaping of common practices in the organization and its surrounding community, presenting them in a different 
light, while in the next phase of familiarization, the social entrepreneur encouraged and enabled the introduction of unfamiliar 
practices in the organization and community. We collated these categories under the aggregate dimension of clustering since we felt 
this term reflected the simple but powerful task of bringing together practices infused with diverse values in the same space, pro-
viding opportunities for values to interact and overlap. Having enabled tentative conjoint trials of practices from diverse value sets, 
with the next set of practices the organization privileged new values through a second-order category we termed authoritative dis-
semination. Finally, practices of honoring and rewarding the performance of integrated values helped embed the augmented values in 
the organization and the community in a second-order category we called visible endorsement. We aggregated these categories under 
the dimension of coalescing to indicate the normalization and combined performance of practices with diverse underlying values. 

Together, these categories and dimensions illustrate a coherent, structured process of value augmentation, substantiating the 
centrality of values work and the mediating role of practices in stimulating social change. Fig. 4 provides an overview of our coding 
structure, showing our categories and aggregate dimensions. We present our findings next. 

Fig. 3. Temporal brackets and points of inflection.  

2 The term co-opting should not be confused with Selznick's use of the term “co-optation” (Selznick, 1949), which is a political process of 
manipulating and managing opposition. We use the term co-opting positively to indicate practices that served to secure the trust and participation of 
the community. A similar usage of “co-opting practices” can be found in Chambers (1994) (to get local people to participate in “our” project) and in  
Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) (to get consumers to jointly develop products and become co-creators of content). 
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Fig. 4. Data structure.  
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4. Findings 

We report our findings describing how Barefoot worked with and around entrenched community values in two parts. In the first 
part, Phase 1: Anchoring Values, we see how management uncovered social values of tradition and then adopted organizational 
values that were in agreement with these values. In the second part, Phase 2: Augmenting Values, we see how the organization 
leveraged and expanded previously anchored values to incorporate mission-related values of gender equality. 

4.1. Phase 1: anchoring values 

Archival records show no specific espoused values or social mission in the founding years of the organization other than “to help 
the rural community” since Barefoot began “informally” and without any “pre-planning” (O'Brien, 1996: 8). The initial plan centered 
around an integrated development process with “young, urban professionals” coming to the college and working with the local rural 
community, as reflected in the organization's logo depicting two people joining hands, one holding a book (the urban educated) and 
the other a plant (the rural farmer) (O'Brien, 1996: 8). Roy soon realized this strategy was alienating community members who felt 
devalued and unheard, and heeding the advice of the village elders, he decided to change tactics. Consequently, Roy deliberately 
deferred his plan to bring in urban professionals to the community since this made the rural community “look down on their own 
roots” (Roy, 2011). Instead, Roy acknowledged that in order to start a dialogue, Barefoot had to begin by understanding the com-
munity: “the process could not be rushed” (O'Brien, 1996: 10). However, even discerning community issues posed a challenge. For 
example, in one village alone there were 14 different castes with distinct beliefs and social traditions (Roy, interview, 2017). Before 
they could begin their work, Barefoot's leadership decided it was important to understand community issues from the point of view of 
the community, and instituted practices aimed at first, uncovering underlying values and second, explicitly orienting organizational 
values to represent the community. This phase of anchoring values consisted of a process of co-opting where the organization and the 
community jointly adopted organizational values that were in consonance with social values of the community. 

4.1.1. Co-opting 
Co-opting—aligning organizational and community values through a participatory process—included categories of cooperative 

discernment and empathic projection described below. 
Cooperative discernment. The organization uncovered local values through practices that involved intensive engagement with 

the community. A review of the first five years of the organization's operations reveals that its programs became increasingly village- 
based with explicit strategies to involve the community (Kale and Coombs, 1978). Archival data revealed practices of senior members 
residing in the community and adopting local ways. Even the decision to locate the organization in the village was unusual but Roy 
wanted Barefoot to be “a place where [the community] could feel a sense of ownership” (Roy and Hartigan, 2008: 71). Roy (who did 
not belong to the local community) went to great lengths to be accepted by the community and not be seen as an outsider imposing 
change. He lived within the community in a “remote rural area,” learned the local language, and brought a local farmer on board as 
part of the organization's leadership. As he explained, “I lived and worked with them as they did. Meghraj, a local farmer became my 
friend. Together we understood the main issues” (Roy, interview, 2017). His appreciation and respect for community ways and values 
were evident: “These poor, simple people became my friends, and I spent my days listening to their stories and learning of their 
experiences. I saw in their skills, knowledge, and wisdom something that books and university education can never teach you” (Roy, 
interview, 2017). In addition to such practices of embedding in the community, the organization met on a regular basis with 
community members to hear their views and discuss their problems; “the idea was to listen and learn” (Roy and Hartigan, 2008: 68). 

The focus on understanding community viewpoints was a top-down strategy with leadership appreciating the importance of uncovering 
“the problems faced by the [community] as perceived by the villagers themselves” (Vasu, in Rossi, 2007: 3). This approach was given impetus 
by drawing employees from the community. Local recruitment practices included for example, easing requirements for formal educational 
qualifications since literacy rates were low in the community. At the same time, practices of consciously avoiding recruitment from urban 
areas was seen in the disadvantaging of professional qualifications; “this is the only place where your degree disqualifies you” (Roy, interview 
2017). In fact, by the early 1980s, locals formed about 80% of the organization. The favoring of local employees was evident in the remarks of 
Nandan, a senior employee and head of the solar training program:  

I joined SWRC in 1976 as a night school teacher, but later I trained to become a solar engineer. First, we had solar engineers from 
the cities who came to train us, but even they had to report to us and learn our ways, and eventually, we did not need them. 

(Nandan, interview, 2017)  

The deliberate blurring of boundaries between the community and the organization as a result of these practices was also visible 
in management's frequent use of inclusive phrasing, such as the use of the pronouns “we” and “us.” 

Rather than taking a “patronizing, top-down, and insensitive approach” to interpreting local ways, the organization deconstructed 
local ways and understood underlying values jointly with the community (Roy and Hartigan, 2008: 69). For example, practices of 
women undertaking “masculine” tasks of collecting and carrying bundles of firewood revealed values of patriarchy underlying these 
practices that relegated cooking—and therefore carrying firewood—to women. Similarly, practices of fetching water by women was 
not seen as drudgery by the women since the trips to draw water from the well were seen as a chance to interact with other women, 
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allowing them to escape the confines of their homes as imposed by gender norms. Slowly, Barefoot gained a clearer understanding of 
the diversity of values within the seemingly homogenous community and discerned nuances within broader value sets. 

Empathic projection. Having identified core social values, the organization adopts and explicitly promotes selected social values 
through practices of empathic projection. Barefoot uncovered a range of values related to tradition and selectively proclaimed values 
of self-reliance and pride in rural ways, adopting them as espoused organizational values. The adoption of social values of tradition 
took center stage as the organization recognized “the importance of respect for the wisdom of traditional knowledge” for the local 
community (The Blue Planet Prize Winners 2011: 316). The embracing of this core social value was evident in the organization 
identifying the ideology of Barefoot as having four key components, including “Alternative Education, Valuing Traditional Knowl-
edge and Skills, Learning for Self-Reliance, and Dissemination” (Roy and Hartigan, 2008: 73). Thus, Roy instituted practices that 
demonstrated oneness with the community such as all employees—local and foreign—adopting local customs and wearing local 
clothing and serving local food in the organization. Signifying guardianship of traditional rural values central to the community, the 
organization also started to promote more generally traditional arts and crafts. Describing the importance given to traditional arts, 
Niwas told us about how even his skills in traditional puppetry were put to use:  

When I came to Barefoot, all I knew was singing and storytelling and some puppeteering. I applied for a job at Barefoot as a clerk 
and was ready to do any small job. Then I was put in charge of communications for Barefoot since I could sing and tell stories. We 
would organize puppet shows and street plays to tell about Barefoot and its work. I feel in Barefoot hobbies become professions. 

(Niwas, interview, 2017)  

When Barefoot was founded, the aim of bringing urban professionals to the rural community had resulted in many “geologists, 
economists, doctors, medical and social workers, chartered accountants, graduates and post graduates from universities” joining the 
organization (O'Brien, 1996). However, changing tactics to reflect respect for local skills the organization “adopted a new approach” 
and “began using local skills to achieve sustainable people centric and participatory development” (O'Brien, 1996). Roy not only 
championed the need to protect rural skills but also positioned the organization as a protector of those skills. He would frequently 
mention during interviews and even in TED talks, how rural skills were being threatened by urban migration:  

When the youth fled, they took with them the dying hopes of their parents—weavers, blacksmiths, potters, builders, carpenters, 
farmers—to pass on the traditional skills to the next generation. They left behind not only their families but also the knowledge 
their elders had collected over the generations. 

(Roy, 2011)  

Significantly, during this phase, Barefoot was careful not to directly contradict traditions or adopt values antithetical to the 
community. For example, while Barefoot did not espouse patriarchy, management did initially conform to some patriarchal elements 
by not recruiting women since local beliefs suggested, “women could get corrupted” (Nandan, interview, 2017). Similarly, when 
Barefoot began running night schools to educate children, schooling was not popular, especially for girls. Rather than pointing out a 
child's right to schooling, the organization presented these schools to the community as a route to preserving rural traditions and 
customs:  

Besides reading, writing and arithmetic, we provide information on land and land records, we teach a little bit about veterinary 
science, and we explain about agricultural crops and diseases. Children who grazed cattle could come because we ran these 
schools at night. We understood the problems of the farmers who needed children to help during the day. This was the only way a 
school would work. We employed local teachers and used local ways to teach children, such as traditional wooden beads and 
through ancient games. 

(Devi, interview, 2017)  

Overall, this phase of anchoring values helped the organization co-opt social values of the community as their own, conferring 
Barefoot with legitimacy and trust in the process. In a sense, the organization “became” the community through the recursive 
practices of cooperative discernment and empathic projection. This important foundational phase gave Barefoot the mandate to bring 
in changes with a relatively low degree of opposition from the community. Co-opting allowed the organization to adopt selective 
aspects of community social values that could be developed and made compatible with its social mission values in the next phase of 
augmenting values, thus preventing the need to reject or replace social values altogether. The bedrock formed by carefully identified 
and selected core values reduced the conflict that could otherwise arise from openly trying to challenge and displace social values 
(Nussbaum and Sen, 1987). Having embedded social values and gained the trust of the community, the organization embarked on the 
next phase. 

4.2. Phase 2: augmenting values 

A report on the first five years of the organization's achievements stated that although the organization's founders had “social 
change as the ultimate social goal including women's education and equality,” they decided to adopt a different route to secure the 
community's participation based on a “hands-on immersion” in the community (Kale and Coombs, 1978: 293). Consequently, mission 
related goals were brought into focus only after the phase of anchoring social values of the community. In the following phase of 
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augmenting values, the organization introduced a series of practices that served to break down barriers between values of gender 
equality and values of tradition, thereby making them appear less divergent, followed by their integration and joint performance. 

Temporally, as seen in our bracketing outlined in Fig. 3, this phase began after an internal crisis when the organization started recruiting 
employees from marginalized communities, including those from lower castes. This practice was contrary to prevalent social norms and 
practices but appeared to be in line with the organization's ultimate social change mission of equality. However, this new recruitment practice 
was not without some conflict, as Roy explained in an old interview: “Bypassing the rural hierarchy, we had antagonized the rural rich and 
created tensions and I wondered if in wanting to bring some change we had miscalculated on our timing and speed” (Roy and Hartigan, 
2008). This change was triggered by the dismissal of an employee from the upper caste on charges of embezzlement, causing upper-caste 
community members to file a lawsuit against the organization. However, with the traditional social structure intimidating employees, no one 
was willing to testify against the upper-caste employee. Unexpectedly, Barefoot went on to win the lawsuit, securing the respect and 
confidence of the community. This newfound authority provided a window for the organization to change practices:  

In the eyes of the rural poor, we established a certain degree of credibility in taking on the local dominant political leadership and 
surviving. Looking back, I think we needed this crisis. Everyone was impressed, the high and low castes. This was a turning point 
for us. 

(Roy, interview, 2017)  

Consequently, the beginning of the next phase of augmenting values was marked by the incremental introduction of practices that 
did not conform with community practices. 

This phase of augmenting values comprised two sub processes: (1) clustering, the deliberate assembling and enacting of old and 
new practices in common spaces, and (2) coalescing, the integrated performance of old and new practices representing diverse values. 
This phase eventually led to the integration and embedding of augmented values in the community. 

4.2.1. Clustering 
Following its introduction of unorthodox recruitment practices favoring marginalized communities, the organization began ad-

justing traditional practices through practices of defamiliarization and began introducing new practices through practices of fa-
miliarization. 

Defamiliarization. Barefoot enabled changes in the performance of traditional practices and provided fresh perspectives on 
traditional ways of doing things in two ways: employing traditional skills in new applications and encouraging the performance of 
traditional skills by “outsiders”. 

For instance, continuing to demonstrate respect for traditional skills, Roy asked that local materials and traditional architectural 
styles be employed by local employees to construct a new campus for Barefoot. This project was entrusted to a barefoot architect, who 
was both surprised and gratified by the confidence shown in his abilities, “I had 12 men working under my direction, and we built a 
campus that uses solar energy and stores rainwater, but I am barely literate. I myself did not know I could do this” (Bhanwar, 
interview, 2018). The building was later awarded the prestigious Aga Khan award for its use of “traditional technologies.” In another 
example, Barefoot invited the women of the community to use ancient traditional techniques of waterproofing village homes to 
waterproof the college building. It is important to point out that these women had never worked outside their home environments, 
making this application of an ancient technique take on a particularly different hue. Roy made it a point to honor and publicize this 
achievement during several interviews:  

During the construction of the college in 1986, the village women took ownership of a vital role—waterproofing the roof. They do 
this using a bit of jaggery, and other things I don’t know, but it actually doesn’t leak. Since 1986, it hasn’t leaked. So valuable is 
the technology that the women refuse to share their secret concoction with the men. 

(Roy, 2011)  

Interestingly, the organization began using the word “technology” when referring to traditional skills, which also helped depict 
these skills in a new light as being scientific and valuable rather than outmoded. It should be pointed out that the word technology is 
commonly associated with modern techniques and is rarely used for rural ways in this environment. This belief is echoed in Roy's 
strategy of “demystifying technology” as one of the organization's goals. Similarly, the use of terms like “barefoot architect” and 
“barefoot dentist” for community members who performed these jobs but did not have formal certificates or training also presented 
traditional rural skills in a modern light while simultaneously ascribing respect for rural ways. Another example of traditional 
practices in new applications was the use of folk music and dance to discuss modern and unfamiliar ideas. For example, traditional 
puppet shows and puppet characters, such as 300-year-old Jokhim "chacha" (uncle), helped spread awareness about solar elec-
trification. 

A fresh take on old ways was also engineered by the performance of traditional ways by outsiders. Having established legitimacy 
and trust, the organization was now in a position to implement its original strategy of bringing urban professionals into the orga-
nization and the community. This strategy is evidenced in numerous sources, including the organization's website at the time inviting 
interns and volunteers from across the country and abroad to work, train, and volunteer in the organization:  

Come for the work and the challenge. This is where we want you to try crazy ideas. Whatever idea you have, come and try it. It 
does not matter if you fail. Battered, bruised, you start again. It is the only college where the teacher is the learner, and the learner 
is the teacher. 

(Barefoot College website, from the Internet Archives, 2012)  
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Since the organization mandated that all employees adopt local ways, the performance of social customs and traditions by 
outsiders drove an acculturation process and generated shifts in local customs for the organization that eventually seeped into the 
community. For instance, although interns took their meals while sitting on the floor, as was the local practice, they tended to sit in 
mixed groups of men and women. The local employees, however, initially sat in segregated groups, as per local customs. Over the 
years, the long-term employee recounted how it had now become commonplace for all employees, even those from the community, to 
sit in mixed-gender groups while eating. Similarly, strict social codes forbade the mingling of castes within the community but 
outsiders rarely followed these customs and Barefoot actively encouraged equality. For example, Ram Niwas, an accountant by day 
and a puppeteer by evening, told us how, as a low-caste Dalit, he had not even been allowed to enter temples. However, after joining 
Barefoot in 1986, he became friends with Guruji, a Brahmin high-caste priest, and now often eats lunch with him. This also de-
monstrated how shifts in practices initiated at the organizational level gradually led to similar shifts at the community level. 

Familiarization. While defamiliarization practices put a new spin on the meaning of tradition, familiarization practices made 
modern ways appear less alien. For instance, with volunteers from all over the world flocking to Barefoot, a senior manager recalled 
how many of the young professionals used wind and hydroelectric power to conduct trials with the aim of resolving electricity 
problems (Guruji, interview, 2017). Leader sensegiving during this period ensured that these new ways were associated with the 
anchored values of tradition by positioning these experiments as efforts to preserve and protect rural lifestyles. Thus, when an 
inventor from Germany showed a female employee, Shehnaz, how giant parabolic mirrors could be used to make efficient solar- 
powered cookers that could replace traditional wood-fired stoves, it was not viewed as a threat to traditional ways of cooking. 
Instead, the entrepreneur portrayed this as ways of preserving and strengthening rural communities, making them independent and 
self-reliant. Gradually, women began maintaining, repairing, and even assembling solar-powered cookers. These practices not only 
exposed employees to new technologies but also built their confidence, as expressed by Shehnaz: “I could not believe that these things 
could be used for cooking. And I was far from imagining that I would one day be capable of making a stove myself” (Martinez, 2011).  
Roy (2011) suggested that this self-confidence was critical to adopting new ways and pointed out the benefits to the community as a 
whole:  

What is remarkable is that for the first time sophisticated solar technology has been demystified, and simple village women have 
demonstrated how effectively they can manage and control it to improve their quality of life. They now have the opportunity to 
develop their competence and confidence to handle technology, providing services to their own community that gives them a new 
level of acceptance and the respect they deserve. (Roy, 2011)  

During this period of the organization, practices of familiarization with new technologies and tools introduced by external vo-
lunteers were typically presented to the young men in the community first, making the introduction of new practices less radical. This 
practice of recruiting men rather than women once again revealed an adherence to traditional values rather than their upending and 
replacement by modern values of equality. Similarly, with girls having begun enrolling in the Barefoot night schools, the notion of 
women training as barefoot solar engineers was seen as less radical. Thus, in 1997, without too much opposition, Kamla Devi became 
the first woman to become a barefoot solar engineer, training in a program meant primarily for male participants. 

The increasing ubiquity of new practices and outsiders also indirectly mandated familiarization. For instance, Shehnaz spoke no 
German but had to learn how to communicate with the German inventor, while Bhanwari Devi, a local woman trained as a barefoot 
dentist by an Italian doctor, had to learn a host of medical terms: “I used to call the instruments kanta, aina, and cheemta instead of 
probe, mirror, and forceps” (Devi, interview, 2017). Devi confessed that it was harder to make other parallel changes warranted by 
these shifts in practices: “I was very shy when I removed my ghunghat [face covering/veil] for the first time when I trained here [in 
1982]. But as a dentist, I treat men also, and now I cannot think of wearing a ghunghat” (Devi, personal communication, 2017). 

Taken together, defamiliarization and familiarization practices brought traditional and modern values closer, reducing the gap 
between them and permitting opportunities for values of tradition and gender equality to interact. While defamiliarization of tra-
ditional practices opened up new perspectives on traditional ways, familiarization with new techniques and tools ensured a non- 
threatening introduction to modern ways, thereby prompting a more open-minded approach, and leading to an interaction of the 
values embodied in these practices. Importantly, even in the course of the clustering of traditional and modern practices and their 
underlying values, the importance of tradition was emphasized by the organization reflecting community social values. For instance, 
in the course of an interview, Roy suggested that although working with solar technology was new for the women, it built on their 
“traditional responsibility to maintain the supplies of kerosene for lighting and fuel for cooking” (Roy, 2011). 

4.2.2. Coalescing 
In the next sub process, the clustering of values enabled previously was now consolidated and built upon through practices of 

authoritative dissemination and visible endorsement, leading to the integrated performance of practices with diverse underlying 
values. Signifying the commencement of this phase temporally, was the launch of the solar training program exclusively for women, 
replacing the previous program focused on training men in solar energy technology. This was an important change since not only did 
the new program exemplify bold practices demonstrating the joint performance of values of tradition and equality, but it was also 
clearly ground in gender equality beliefs. This shift should be seen against the backdrop of a society in which female education is not 
the norm, with the state possessing one of the lowest female literacy rates in India and the largest male-female literacy gap, with rural 
literacy standing at 76.16% for men and 42.20% for women (Census of India, 2011). 
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Unlike past instances of women making solar cookers for their kitchens or the odd case of a woman becoming a solar engineer (as 
in the case of Kamala Devi above), the program was a concrete initiative favoring the technical education and empowerment of 
women and enabled the organization to begin espousing values of gender equality directly. Although there was no dramatic single 
event triggering this shift, the organization explained this departure from the norm as an effort to overcome the high turnover of men 
migrating to cities in search of jobs after completing their solar energy training. Drawing on the organization's role of preserving rural 
traditions, Roy positioned the training of women, particularly older illiterate women, as meeting that objective: “Women are not 
compulsively mobile. Train a woman and she will stay and help the community” (Roy, interview, 2017). Illustrating the radical 
nature of this change were the striking images of illiterate elderly women with traditional head coverings making printed circuit 
boards that we observed in the college. 

Authoritative dissemination. Following the launch of the solar training program for women, we found several radical practices of 
authoritative dissemination that involved the privileging of new values such as practices of placing women in positions of authority 

In one set of practices, as part of its solar training course, the organization mandated that all women who became solar engineers 
had to train other women, set up workshops in their communities, and share their knowledge. Thus, Kamla Devi, the first barefoot 
solar engineer, became the “head of the manufacturing, repairing and training unit of solar energy equipment” at a branch of Barefoot 
in 2012. Similarly, for the night schools, women who had previously studied in these schools were made teachers. During our field 
visits, we observed women teaching in classes with ease and solar mamas training women not just from the community but also from 
rural communities across the country and even across the world. 

The expansion of the solar training program globally further embedded coalesced practices within the organization. This inter-
nationalization not only demonstrated the program's success but also, in representing gender equality–laden practices, endorsed new 
values in two significant ways. First, women were put in charge of disseminating this program, giving them greater power and 
authority and further entrenching gender-equality beliefs. For example, displaying feelings of self-efficacy, one of the solar mamas 
told us, “I thought I would never be able to understand anything let alone be able to do it on my own and even train others.” Second, 
with women from rural communities across the world coming to Barefoot, the community shared in the acclaim and recognition that 
accrued to the village, resulting in men accepting these practices and even promoting them. The obligation for barefoot solar en-
gineers to train other women and spread their knowledge also resulted in powerful visual images of women handling sophisticated 
charge controllers and inverters and serving in positions of authority as they conducted workshops. Such images inspired other 
women and helped the men see women in dramatically different roles, gradually spreading values of gender equality. For instance, a 
local councilor acknowledged the following:  

These women have become so important in the community that they inspire other women. Everyone looks up to them, not just for 
putting a solar lamp in the house but for all sorts of advice, from healthcare to the state of the economy. They even speak up 
during [village] council meetings. Before, no women would say anything, and hardly any even attended these meetings. 

(Councilor, interview, 2018)  

The effectiveness of such practices in legitimizing social change and compelling the augmentation of values was seen in the story 
of Santosh, a barefoot solar engineer. As a Dalit, Santosh was used to the upper-caste people in her village avoiding her, but she said 
they now call on her to repair and install their solar lights: “From looking down on the ground when higher-caste people passed me to 
looking them in the eye, I never imagined this would have been possible” (Santosh, interview, 2018). Echoing this social change, Roy 
explained the following:  

They have so much confidence that, on their return, the villagers can’t recognize the people they’ve sent. It’s amazing how much 
they’ve managed to change the equation between men and women. They come as mothers and go back like tigers—oozing with 
confidence. 

(Roy, interview, 2017)  

Visible endorsement. A final set of practices that served to embed augmented values and reinforce nascent values of gender 
equality was that of visible endorsement. Visible endorsement was seen in practices that helped broadcast the success of the solar 
training program, increase the visibility of women and promote values of gender equality through practices of celebrating rewards, 
promoting advocacy and building partnerships. The achievements of Barefoot and its leadership resulted in numerous awards largely 
relating to the organization's work in the areas of solar energy, gender equality, and education from organizations like the Skoll 
Foundation and the Clinton Foundation. Associated with these commendations, we observed practices of celebrating and publicizing 
achievements across the organization and the community, including on local radio and in recent years, on social media. In addition, 
we observed awards and pictures of well-known visitors, such as the Dalai Lama prominently displayed in the organization. 

Along with the organization and the barefoot solar engineers, community members also took ownership and pride in the 
achievements of the solar mamas. Celebrations not only increased the acceptance of coalesced values of tradition and modernity but 
also instilled pride in employees, making them proponents of the organization and its values. Fostering involvement at the grassroots, 
Barefoot sent employees to participate in exhibitions and conferences when receiving awards. For instance, Laxman Singh proudly 
narrated to us the time he represented Barefoot at the United Nation's Earth Summit in 2011 in Johannesburg and had the chance to 
talk to Nelson Mandela about Barefoot's work. His comments were significant since here was a male employee expressing pride and 
ownership of a program that was contrary to values of patriarchy. 
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Practices of visible endorsement also resulted in increased confidence among women and a heightened awareness of their rights. 
Reflecting this change, we heard stories of employees volunteering to help women facing domestic violence and forming groups to 
counsel couples and educate women about their rights. Following these practices, Barefoot added advocacy as an espoused orga-
nizational value. However, values of tradition continued to be upheld in the organization, with the empowerment of women linked to 
serving the community and preserving traditions. Indeed, most of the partnerships that Barefoot entered into during this period were 
based on common areas of developing and promoting rural traditions. 

Overall, this period saw the embedding of coalesced values and their integrated performance. Gradually, with the organization 
embedded in the community and employees drawn from the community, enactment of practices instituted at the organizational level 
seeped into the community. Although some practices were designed for and directed specifically at the community such as those 
related to training women, in most cases practices directed at the organization preceded those targeting the community. 
Consequently, changes in the enterprise's aims, values, and strategies were followed by visible changes in the community in the form 
of increasing activism by women (e.g., demanding equal pay) and their political participation (e.g., running in and winning local 
village council elections). 

4.3. An iterative process: a second round of value augmentation 

We observed a further expansion of values in a second round of value augmentation. Since the first foundational phase of 
anchoring values had already been accomplished, this cycle was noticeably shorter. At the start of this process, augmented values of 
tradition and gender equality were already being performed in the organization. However, up until this point, the organization had 
continued to train only older women, positioning this strategy as a response to men leaving for cities and thus the need to train 
women who can preserve tradition. Marking a departure from this practice and delineating the start of another cycle of the value 
augmentation process was the launch of the Enriche program to train women as entrepreneurs. During and after the launch of this 
program, we observed in real time how practices changed from training older women to training women of all ages as well as to 
offering a range of courses that openly encouraged women's empowerment and economic independence. This change in practices 
followed a similar pattern of clustering and coalescing as illustrated in our value augmentation process model. 

We again observed the clustering of defamiliarization and familiarization practices. Defamiliarization was visible in practices 
around areas of reproductive health and previously taboo topics, such as menstruation. Such practices were evidenced in the program 
curriculum, which included a “Workshop on the Healthy Living Module. Awareness around overcoming social barriers and myths to 
enable an improved understanding of one's body, hygiene, reproductive health, and overall nutrition. Leading women towards body 
positiveness and a culturally relevant healthy lifestyle” (Roy, personal communication, 2019). The use of the phrase “barriers and 
myths” is significant as it suggests a shift in familiar practices, while the aim of inculcating a “culturally relevant” lifestyle evidences 
practices that sustain rather than replace traditional values en masse. At the same time, familiarization was visible in training related 
to women's basic rights and awareness, building on “equality, education, health, domestic violence, and child marriage.” Courses 
related to women's rights caused shifts in thinking and presented new perspectives and as one of the trainees remarked, “I had never 
thought about what I wanted for myself” (Participant, interview, 2019). Other new practices included, for instance, the introduction 
and use of digital technologies and competencies in partnership with companies like Apple and Microsoft, with each woman receiving 
a smartphone upon beginning her training for use throughout the six-month program. 

Finally, women's enterprise ownership and the launch of commercial products, such as coffee and tea, under the B.Barefoot brand 
indicated a coalescing of practices. Concurrently, we observed a sustained commitment to the community and the upholding of select 
traditional values. For example, the preservation and promotion of age-old methods of beekeeping and coffee roasting through these 
enterprises as well as the purity and environmental friendliness of rural products was emphasized in advertisements. The coalescence 
of old and new practices was also visible in the launch of “Super Five,” a product rich in iron and other nutrients. Remarkably, this 
product was promoted by a barefoot entrepreneur, 55-year-old Dhapu Kaki, who told us how this product has the same iron found in 
supplements but is far tastier and has fewer side effects since it is made with locally sourced traditional produce. This example 
illustrates not just a coalescence of practices but also the intermingling of values of tradition with those of gender equality and 
individual entrepreneurship. We also observed related changes in the community in the way some men praised their wives for 
working outside the home and in the way women would discuss issues of contraception. Thus, we saw a shift in the narrative, with 
the organization now promoting values of independence and individualism contrary to existing communal values. For instance, the 
website promoting the Enriche entrepreneurship program carried the slogan “Challenging Patriarchy, One Workshop at a Time,” 
evidencing the conspicuous rejection of patriarchy (Barefoot College, 2019). A sample of further examples and representative codes 
can be seen in Table 4. 
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Table 4 
Sampling of codes.      

Phases Dimensions Categories Representative Data  

ANCHORING VALUES COOPTING 
Assessing social 
values and adopting 
selected values 

Cooperative 
discernment  

Practices of 
discerning social 
values and jointly 
interpreting them. 

• These poor, simple people became my friends, and I spent my days listening to their 
stories and learning of their experiences. We used to spend days and nights just talking 
to the villagers, understanding and appreciating their ways. I made no promises. I had 
no fixed plans. (Roy, interview, 2017) 
• Initially, the main purpose of the college was to listen and learn. (Kummitha, 2017: 56).  
• In order to work with the poorest of the poor in the villages one has to base oneself in the 
village. (Vasu, quoted in Rossi, 2007: 2)  
• I lived and worked with them as they did. Meghraj, a local farmer became my friend. 
Together we understood the main issues. (Roy, interview, 2017) 
• Bunker Roy and his friends wanted to study the community and understand the social 
structures that existed there. (Kummitha, 2017)  
• The starting point is to understand the reality of the rural poor—about 60 or 70 percent of 
children never go to school in the morning because they are supposed to work and rear cattle. 
We spent a long time just figuring out these realities. (Devi, interview, 2017) 
• I have lots of faith in the Barefoot system because I am among those who framed the system. 
(Devi, solar mama, interview, 2018) 

Empathic projection  

Practices of 
adopting and 
espousing key social 
values as 
organizational 
values 

• Managers adopt community traditions: dress and eat like them, sit on the floor while 
eating and working. They avoid practices not followed by the community: no televisions 
or air-conditioning even in managers homes. Even Roy’s office has a low table and he 
sits on a mat on the floor and works. (Field notes, 2017) 
• People in this college clean their own dishes, sweep their own floors, and do voluntary 
work to keep the Centre clean. Everybody is equal and pay scales are the same (Roy, 
interview, 2017). 
• Barefoot became my home. Here, I can sit and talk with everyone. No one looks down 
on me here. (Niwas, interview, 2017) 
• We realized we had to provide the children with an education that had some relevance 
to their lives, therefore, in addition to reading, writing and arithmetic we provide them 
with information on land and land records, a little bit about veterinary science and 
information on agricultural crops. (Vasu quoted in Rossi, 2007: 4) 
• Here in Tilonia, there are no barriers. It is the local community who identifies and 
decides what the issues are, and everything in the college is done with the involvement 
of the community (Bhanwari, interview, 2017) 
• We told Bunkerji, “Please do not get some outsider to teach us. We are proud of who we 
are.” (Community member, interview, 2017) 
• Practices of employing people mainly from the community and enabling their 
involvement; the use of local language in the college and removing requirements for 
formal certifications and educational qualifications. (Field notes, 2017) 
• We believe paper-qualified, urban-trained experts and professionals can easily be 
replaced. If you have a degree, you cannot teach here. (Nandan, interview, 2017)  

AUGMENTING VALUES CLUSTERING 
Bringing tradition- 
laden practices and 
gender 
equality–laden 
practices closer 

Defamiliarization 
Reinterpreting 
tradition-infused 
practices 

• An illiterate Hindu priest built the campus using age-old ways. (Roy, interview, 2018)  
• We started our own radio station, Radio Tilonia, and every morning 40,000–60,000 
people listen to discussions on topics like caste and sanitation (Raghav, interview, 2017)  
• Since most participants were illiterate, we used color codes for training and made our 
own manuals with pictures that we understand here. (Nandan, interview, 2018) 
• Teachers from the community and the nearby villages develop the educational material 
used in the night schools. We teach Math using examples of cattle and goats. (Niwas, 
interview, 2017)  
• Traditional knowledge and skills were used to build these rainwater-harvesting tanks. 
We used Barefoot technology: this was 1986 – no engineer, no architect thought of it – 
but we are collecting rainwater from the roofs (Bhanwar, interview, 2018). 
• First, we had solar engineers from the cities who came to train us, but even they had to 
report to us and learn our ways. (Nandan, interview, 2017) 
• We made our own studio at a mere cost of 500 rupees (USD 8) and used egg trays for 
sound insulation. (Niwas, interview, 2017) 
• Puppets are the way we communicate. You have Jokhim Chacha who is 300 years old. 
He is my psychoanalyst. He is my teacher. He’s my doctor. He’s my lawyer. He’s my 
donor. He actually raises money, solves my disputes. He solves my problems in the 
village. If there’s tension in the village, if attendance at the schools goes down and 
there’s a friction between the teacher and the parent, the puppet calls the teacher and 
the parent in front of the whole village and says, “Shake hands. The attendance must not 
drop.” (Roy, TED Talk, 2011) 

Familiarization  

Introducing gender- 
equality infused 
practices 

• Anyone from the village was welcome here—Dalits, Brahmins, Rajputs, anyone—and 
we were asked to help in whatever way we wanted or could. (Santhosh, interview, 
2018) 
• We have had volunteers from all over the world trying things like wind energy, solar 
energy, digital technology, computers, and so many other things. (Nandan, interview, 
2017) 

(continued on next page) 
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4.4. Summary of findings 

Barefoot embarked on a mission with no definite agenda other than to help the poor through rural development. Over the years, 
the organization's work progressed from digging wells and running night schools to developing solar energy and women's en-
trepreneurship. In tandem, organizational values evolved from values of tradition to augmented values of tradition and gender 
equality. At the same time, with the organization firmly rooted in the community and comprising employees drawn from the 
community, the organization's emphasis on values of gender equality rubbed off on the community as well. Increasingly, women in 

Table 4 (continued)     

Phases Dimensions Categories Representative Data  

• You have to show that you have a skill that you can offer to the community and provide 
a service to the community. You can stay with me for 20 years, or go tomorrow. And no 
one can get more than $100 a month. You come for the money, you don’t come to 
Barefoot College. You come for the work and the challenge, you’ll come to the Barefoot 
College. (Roy, TED Talk, 2011)  
• We did not want to rely on urban professionals, and slowly we trained more people 
from the community. (Nandan, interview, 2017) 
• First, the women tried to use these solar cookers, and now they fabricate, install, and 
maintain parabolic solar cookers in their homes. (Roy, interview, 2018) 
• I am a midwife. Here people do not like to go to the hospital. They come to me. A 
doctor from the city taught me some techniques, and I showed her some of our ways 
(Devi, interview, 2018) 
• The volunteers from the city stay here in our community. They teach us about city 
ways, and we show them our ways. (Devi, interview, 2018) 
• In our schools, we have tablets and solar-powered projectors. (Roy, interview, 2018) 
• I learned how to use an English keyboard. A visitor asked me why I don’t use a Hindi 
keyboard. I told him, “This is what we have got here, and we are happy with this.” 
(Mangibai, interview, 2018) 
• What I love about Barefoot College is their openness to learning from whoever comes 
to share, and their readiness/willingness to share with whoever comes to learn. (Intern, 
interview, 2017)  

AUGMENTING VALUES COALESCING 
Promoting and 
rewarding the 
performance of 
integrated practices 

Authoritative 
dissemination 
Practices that 
privilege and 
promote new values 

• First, no one thought I would be able to learn how to do this ⁅make solar powered 
lamps⁆. Now I am in charge of training other women. Even the men come to me for help. 
(Santosh, interview, 2018) 
• Each solar mama has to return to her community and train other women. We support 
her by supplying spare parts and help set her up by providing some equipment. 
(Nandan, interview, 2018) 
• During their six months of training, other semi-literate and illiterate women teach the 
women. (Barefoot College website, 2018) 
• I had never left my village my whole life, and now I have just returned from Africa to 
teach women about solar electricity. (Devi, interview, 2018) 
• The local people did not trust solar power, and it was only when the women went 
around and explained how solar energy worked and showed that they used it, did people 
start to listen. No one will listen if an outsider says the same thing. (Nandan, interview, 
2018) 
• Laxmiji, a resident of Tilonia village joined the #BarefootEnriche team last September 
as a sewing trainer. In a short time, she was facilitating our livelihood stitching 
workshops and now the team is so proud to see her single handedly manage the sanitary 
pad-stitching workshop (Barefoot College, Twitter feed, August 5, 2018). 

Visible endorsement  

Practices that 
reward and 
reinforce new 
values 

• In the last decade Barefoot has been joined by similar philanthropic efforts as well as 
dozens of “social enterprise” companies, which operate micro grids or lease solar- 
powered lights to villagers in an effort to do good while making a profit. (Strickland, 
2016: 2) 
• Barefoot College operates in 1,300 villages in 80 countries worldwide. Barefoot College 
enters into partnerships with UNESCO, UN Women, WWF as well as several NGOs across 
the world (Barefoot College website, 2018)  
• In case you hadn't heard, Barefoot College is to be featured in the documentary “Flip 
the Switch,” where filming was done with our Solar Mamas from Mexico, Belize, 
Guatemala, Zanzibar and India. (Barefoot College, Twitter feed, October 5, 2018) 
• The very nature of empowering the rural poor requires the development of strong 
partnerships, capacity building, and advocating for the needs of those on the margins 
(Fallone, CEO, 2019). 
• Meet Amri, a 12-year-old from Singla Bridge School. She is the Prime Minister of 
Singla's children's parliament. Amri spoke against child marriage in a national forum by 
NINEISMINE Campaign for the 30th anniversary of the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of Child (UNCRC). (Barefoot College, Twitter feed, December 20, 2019) 
• Co-produced by Barefoot College, @HoganLovells and @PosNegOrg the “Drawing on 
Rights” series aims to raise awareness about fundamental human rights for rural women 
and girls. (Barefoot College, Twitter feed, December 12, 2019) 
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the community who had been largely confined to their homes with little access to education were taking a more active role in 
community affairs and became solar energy technicians and entrepreneurs themselves. 

Intrigued by the case, we examined the processes that effected this peaceful transformation within the organization and the 
community to understand how values of gender equality were reconciled with those of patriarchy. Built into the emergent strategy of 
advancing from digging wells, opening night schools, and developing solar-powered water-purification systems and cookers to 
training women as solar energy technicians and entrepreneurs were practices—practices infused with the underlying values they 
represented. Underpinning this radical change was a process of value augmentation involving expansive and purposeful values work 
seen in phases of first, anchoring, and then augmenting values. Notwithstanding the changing organizational strategies, we found 
that the initial values work involving the adoption of organizational values anchored in community social values was critical to the 
organization's ability to initiate and navigate social change as well as mitigate opposition to unfamiliar concepts. An early report in  
Kale and Coombs (1978: 292) reflecting this deliberate strategy speaks of how other organizations can learn “ways to achieve 
extensive community participation” by following the route taken by Barefoot where the “ultimate social goal including women's 
education and equality” had to first consider more direct benefits to the community. The organization evaded confrontation by 
linking change initiatives to traditional values and leveraging the flexibility and plurality in practices to gradually effect social 
change. Consolidating our findings, we present a model of value augmentation that catalyzes non-violent and transformative social 
change through values work. 

4.5. A process model of value augmentation 

Drawing on our results above, we show how this process advances through phases of (1) anchoring values and (2) augmenting 
values. Our value augmentation model illustrating this process can be seen in Fig. 5. 

4.5.1. Phase 1: anchoring values 
In this foundational phase, the entrepreneur co-opts community values as organizational values through practices targeted at first 

discerning community values and then adopting and projecting organizational values that align with community values. Sensitive to 
community core values, the entrepreneur adopts organizational values that provide an essential point of reference and suggest 
appropriate routes for the next phase of value augmentation (Nussbaum and Sen, 1987). Values work in the initial part of this phase is 
directed at uncovering community values through unpacking local practices. In this sense, practices in the community are themselves 
treated as “values laden”—that is, representative of underlying values (Gehman et al., 2013). This phase is critical to a nuanced 
understanding of community values and the judicious adoption of organizational values and to determining strategies for augmenting 
values in the next phase. 

Fig. 5. A process model of value augmentation.  

I. Chatterjee, et al.   Journal of Business Venturing 36 (2021) 106064

19



4.5.2. Phase 2: augmenting values 
In this phase, having secured the trust of the community and anchored the community-aligned values in the organization, the 

social entrepreneur begins the process of augmenting values and accomplishing social change. Similar to the process of “unfreezing” 
suggested by Lewin (1951), tensions between opposing values are reduced, and a reexamination of existing values is fostered through 
the modification of current traditional practices and the introduction of new modern practices. This clustering of practices helps 
break barriers between the values underlying these practices and, coupled with the entrepreneur's sensegiving tactics, presents the 
new practices as important for protecting core values. Finally, coalescing practices integrates and embeds the augmented values in 
and around the organization, setting the stage for the next round of value augmentation that further expands and sustains the social 
change in the community. 

5. Discussion 

With the aim of understanding how a social enterprise works with and around entrenched community values to create social 
change, we examined processes at Barefoot College using a longitudinal case study methodology. Our findings revealed a deliberate 
and proactive process of instituting practices that in the first phase anchored social values of the community in the organization 
through practices of co-opting values, and in the next phase, expanded these very values through practices of clustering and coa-
lescing to accommodate new values. We saw how Barefoot, rather than attempting to drive change by imposing values antithetical to 
the community, retained cores social values and brought together practices infused with divergent values, leading to gradual but 
sustainable change. Key contributions of our study and implications for social entrepreneurship and its social change mission are 
described below. 

5.1. Implications for social entrepreneurship and social change 

Despite increasing interest in the potential of social enterprises to alleviate social problems, few studies investigate the processes 
and mechanisms that lead to social change (Perrini et al., 2010; Stephan et al., 2016). Addressing this gap, we illustrate a process of 
value augmentation that accomplishes “deep-level” social change (i.e., change based on altered beliefs, attitudes, and meanings) by 
modifying underlying values (Stephan et al., 2016). Unlike studies that explore how alterations and adjustments in social values 
effect change over time (Kraatz et al., 2020; Rao et al., 2003), we examine how deliberate and purposeful changes modify social 
values and in doing so address societal challenges. Recent work has seen Mair et al. (2016) describe a process of planned change 
involving the transformation (but not replacement) of behavior patterns and structures. Regardless, both transforming and replacing 
social values can result in conflict and contestation (Maurer et al., 2011; Raynard et al., 2020). We show instead how social change 
was accomplished by working within existing value structures to expand and supplement social values of the community, thereby 
reducing conflict and contestation (Manfredo et al., 2016). 

Corroborating insights from recent studies (Mair et al., 2016; Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015), our findings emphasize the need for 
social entrepreneurs to take into account social values in their communities and align their organizational goals with community 
needs to gain community participation. At the same time, the organization's association with co-opted traditional values during the 
change process reduces threats to the identity of the community (Galland and Lemel, 2008). While working within existing value 
structures secures the support of the community, the social entrepreneur must also bring in new perspectives to effect positive social 
change. However, conflicts can arise when the social entrepreneur introduces social change goals that are in accordance with the 
social mission of the organization but oppose social values of the community. Recognizing the need to pay attention to the tensions 
that may arise from competing goals, Mair et al. (2016) suggest a process of “scaffolding” that disguises the real aim of the social 
organization to sidestep these tensions. In our case, the social entrepreneur presented social change goals in the form of smaller, 
successive problems that could be tackled through incremental practices rather than advocating an outright transformation. As Weick 
(1984: 40) points out, this reformulation of the social mission is important since “less arousing problems” make it easier to mobilize 
the community to overcome challenges that appear surmountable, facilitating “small wins” and shifting the focus to inputs and 
intermediate processes rather than outcomes. In effect, the organization brought antithetical goals closer and presented change as 
part of a gradual process rather than a radical transformation, and at the same time, small wins—as more “stable building 
blocks”—forged durable change (Weick, 1984: 44). This strategy of reformulating the social mission in line with the community 
emphasizes the importance of ascertaining the support of the community toward the social change (Mair et al., 2012; Stephan et al., 
2016; Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015). 

In addition, our findings substantiate the need to uncover social values not only because they help garner the support of the 
community, but also because they are an important resource for entrepreneurs in effecting change, suggesting which aspects of values 
are problematic and contrary to mission objectives (e.g., patriarchal values) and which aspects can be leveraged (e.g., self-reliance, 
honor, and community values). However, despite acknowledging the importance of social values and recognizing that such assess-
ments are challenging, few studies elaborate the ways social entrepreneurs can identify and accommodate group values (Inglehart 
and Baker, 2000; Gregory and Lewis, 1999; Reed and Brown, 2003). As seen in previous research, our findings support the im-
portance of entrepreneurial embedding in local communities for uncovering social values (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Kenter et al., 
2019). Building on this literature, our study details how deliberate and protracted practices of cooperative discernment can build 
legitimacy, foster community trust, and result in a robust and empathetic understanding of values (Jack and Anderson, 2002). Open- 
minded engagement with the community allows the organization to gain a rich, broad, and deep understanding of the local culture 
and its underlying values through deconstructing community practices (Nussbaum and Sen, 1987). 
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On the other hand, “the paradox of embedded agency” suggests that embedding in the community can result in a narrow view that 
constrains astute reflection and action on the part of entrepreneurs bounded by taken-for-granted structures (Garud et al., 2007;  
Holm, 1995; Seo and Creed, 2002: 226). In our study, while Roy appears to benefit from embedded agency by immersing himself in 
the local community, yet, not belonging to the community, he manages to retain ideological beliefs and a social change agenda that is 
not constrained by community social values and norms. In this sense, the social entrepreneur resembles a tempered radical who does 
not take an extreme stance against community beliefs and “works within systems, not against them” (Meyerson and Scully, 1995). 
Our findings show that Roy leveraged his knowledge of the system to gain the trust of the community and then gently departed from 
norms to challenge and change the system (Meyerson and Scully, 1995). Similarly, the interns that are encouraged to volunteer at the 
organization are characteristic of tempered radicals—they are immersed in the organization and a part of the local community, yet 
retain their own distinct values and innovative ideas for social change. 

5.2. Implications for values work and practices 

Our study extends emerging theory on values work and brings to the fore a performative understanding of values (Gehman et al., 
2013). To date, few studies examine the dynamic role that values play in social change processes. Our analysis shows how carefully 
crafted practices can be employed to expand and supplement values, thereby accomplishing social change. This perspective char-
acterizes practices as tools for social entrepreneurs, who can strategically use practices to work with and around values to ensure 
social change is viewed as natural and is therefore less contested. Unlike the limited related studies that either show how value 
change spawns new practices (Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015) or demonstrate that “practice-level improvisations” generate change 
(Smets et al., 2012), we show how purposive practices can be employed to amplify and supplement social values toward change. 
These novel findings support the view put forth by Gehman (2020) that locates values in practices, indicating how practices, as 
socially constituted “doings and sayings,” can play a pivotal role in social change and values work (Schatzki, 2002: 73). 

However, a rapid introduction of novel practices can cause tensions in the same way that the imposition of unfamiliar values can 
result in conflict. In this sense, the social entrepreneur with a social change mission needs to gradually introduce new practices that 
embody new values. Our findings resonate with the notion of “robust design” (Hargadon and Douglas, 2001) which paved the way for 
Thomas Edison to gain acceptance for his innovation of electric lighting by using design details that invoked the local public's 
familiarity with existing artifacts and social structures. Similarly, for the social entrepreneur introducing new practices and their 
underlying values, there is a need to draw on existing practices and social values and gradually introduce new practices and hence 
new values. This gradual and incremental introduction of practices while accomplishing the work of anchoring and augmenting 
values also resulted in the co-evolution of the organization and the surrounding community, making social change almost a “by- 
product of the pursuit of other goals and interests” (Subašić et al., 2012: 62). In this regard, practices account for both the stability of 
existing arrangements and their capacity for change (Kraatz et al., 2010). 

Finally, our study has methodological implications regarding approaches to studying values. Values are ubiquitous in various 
literatures but are often overlooked as being “too subjective or too difficult to measure” (Hitlin and Piliavin, 2004: 359). In the same 
way that values hold the key to understanding practices, an examination of practices reveals underlying values. Rather than merely 
describing practices, such study calls for examining the organization of practices and the mechanisms through which they work, 
moving “from the what of practice to the how and why of practice” (Gehman, 2020: 113). 

6. Concluding remarks 

With this research, we aim to develop scholarship on social entrepreneurship and advance practical knowledge for social en-
terprises engaged in addressing societal challenges. We show how purposive practices offer an important mechanism for social 
entrepreneurs, allowing them to navigate between antithetical values and catalyze deep-level social change (Stephan et al., 2016). In 
our value augmentation process model, practices do the work of values and mediate between communally established social values of 
tradition and modern values of gender equality (Gehman et al., 2013). Unlike past research, we present a process of social change that 
works within existing values, suggesting a more robust transformation that is likely to endure, and at the same time, reduces conflict. 
Future research could extend our findings to examine values-laden practices across organizational levels and between different 
stakeholder groups. 
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