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I. Executive Summary   
In recent years there has been a surge of interest in the role that markets and the private sector play 

in development, and interest to understand how development actors may most effectively support 

‘inclusive economies’. What is missing, however, is a systematic analysis of what it takes for market-

based approaches to include the most marginalised. In light of the Sustainable Development Goals’ 

pledge that ‘no one will be left behind’, this research identifies and analyses 22 examples of market-

based approaches that show promise in reaching and benefiting extremely marginalised people.  

By ‘market-based approaches’ we mean initiatives that generate viable livelihood opportunities by 

supporting the most marginalised to engage in markets, on better terms, and strengthening demand 

for the goods or services they produce. By ‘extremely marginalised’ we refer to those living at the 

intersection of economic and social exclusion, lacking the minimum to meet their basic needs while 

facing exclusionary social norms due to gender, caste, ethnicity, disability and other factors that leave 

them in positions of low status and power. 

Through a literature review, identification and analysis of the 22 ‘promising’ examples, a series of 

thought-leader interviews and a multi-stakeholder meeting at the Bellagio Center, the research has 

systemised the ways in which excluded groups and those supporting them respond to and shape 

circumstances to enable market inclusion. This report presents the resulting typology of five 

opportunities and multiple pathways to inclusion, and four core design elements: sector, enabling 

factors, risk and resilience and financial models.  

1. Five entry points for market inclusion that ‘fit’ circumstances 
Market-based approaches which include extremely marginalised groups revolve around one or more 

of five entry points: 

 A leg up: support to engage in markets: pre-market social protection that supports the most 

marginalised to be in a better position to 

engage in markets 

 Making the most of existing assets: 

identifying and linking existing skills and 

assets of the marginalised with specialised 

product or labour markets 

 Organising collectively to meet 

opportunities: mutual help and solidarity 

as a collective response to exclusion 

 Coordinating with other actors across the 

market system: in which the marginalised 

benefit from expanded markets for 

services, trade or employment within a 

community or region 

 Engaging employers: improved employment opportunities where structural barriers are removed, 

and training meets market demand. 

These entry points, described below, lead to multiple livelihoods, many in the informal sector. They 

include rural self-employment in farming, dairy and livestock production, agricultural input and service 

provision; urban self-employment through small-scale production; integration into company value 

chains through agricultural production and home-based garment or textile production; micro-

entrepreneurship in retail and local services; and jobs in manufacturing and service provision. 
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1. A leg up: support to engage in markets  

A sequenced package of interventions supports 

extremely marginalised populations to get a foot 

on the ladder towards the market frontier. 

‘Graduation’ and ‘graduation-type’ approaches 

provide a sequenced package of social 

protection and livelihood development support 

to enable very poor households to move from 

social assistance to accessing social services and 

economic opportunities, with each stage 

building on the achievements of the previous 

one.  

 

 

2. Making the most of existing assets  

This approach identifies and develops the 

assets and skills already possessed by the most 

marginalised, or which they have access to, 

linking them with market opportunities. It also 

includes pathways where marginalised 

producers and distributors that have particular 

skills or assets to offer are integrated into 

higher-value product chains.  

 

 

3. Organising collectively to meet opportunities 

Collective organising may be spurred by an 

external body that supports existing grassroots 

associations or provides a reason to organise. In 

other cases, members self-organise to advocate 

for their rights, some achieving scale and 

influence through federation into nation-wide 

organisations. Collective action can be the 

precursor to savings and enterprise 

development, with parallels to a graduation 

approach. What is distinctive here, however, is the principle of mutual self-help and solidarity, and the 

status of member-based organisations as a legitimate voice of their members.  

 

  

E.g. Graduation with Resilience to achieve Sustainable 
Development (GRAD) in Ethiopia works with 
households experiencing chronic food insecurity, 
building on the Government of Ethiopia’s Productive 
Safety Net Programme (PSNP) in order to shift from 
dependence on food aid towards resilience. GRAD 
incrementally increases households’ participation in 
economic activities by helping them save money and 
gain access to loans through the Village Economic and 
Social Association (VESA), and linking them to inputs 
and local/regional markets. Multi-stakeholder 
platforms provide opportunities for value chain actors 
to problem solve, share information and plan 
improvements.  

E.g. Gone Rural in Swaziland is a social enterprise 
that makes home accessories using local inputs 
and traditional grass-weaving skills. It trains 
groups of women in remote areas to make 
different products based on high-end design, 
which may also incorporate other materials such 
as metal and ceramics. Gone Rural’s business 
model provides rural women, most of whom are 
heads of household, with a home-based income 
and the flexibility to balance family and work.  

E.g. The RUDI Multi trading Company in India began as 

a branded rural marketing and distribution network, set 
up by the Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA). 
Agricultural goods are procured from SEWA members 
who are small-scale farmers and sharecroppers, and 
sorted, graded, cleaned, processed and packaged at 
haat (market) centres. Processed goods can be sold 
back to the farmer at a low price or packaged and 
distributed through hubs to village-level retail outlets 
which work through specially trained door-to-door 
saleswomen called Rudiben.  
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4. Coordinating with other actors across the 

market system  

Extremely marginalised groups on their own may 

lack economies of scale due to low purchasing 

power or geographic isolation, be highly 

vulnerable to risks or lack political clout. Being 

part of a wider market system, and coordinating 

with better-off farmers, enterprise owners or 

traders can offer improved opportunities to pilot 

new approaches, create scale in input or output 

markets or influence market barriers.  

 

5. Engaging employers  

Despite the challenges which the most 

marginalised face in gaining wage employment, 

where jobs are accessible they represent an 

alternative to the unpredictable business 

environment and precarious earnings that can 

trap the self-employed into a cycle of extreme 

vulnerability to negative shocks. The examples 

in the typology focus on demand-led 

approaches where potential employers are 

consulted to ensure training programmes are a 

good fit, and structural barriers to employment can be removed through changing employer 

knowledge and incentives.  

2. Design elements: Creating circumstances to include the most marginalised 
The 22 promising examples analysed do not only respond to opportunities through the five entry 

points identified, they also create context-specific circumstances that support inclusion. The report 

identifies four core design elements. 

1. Sector of activity: Choices about sector are determined not only by current demand, but also an 

understanding of growth prospects. The focus may be on sectors where marginalised groups are 

already active, but new opportunities arise where as yet unrecognised assets or future demand can be 

identified. Sectors also matter because they affect the risks which the marginalised are exposed to, or 

the resilience that is built.   

2. Enabling factors: Even with a clear sectoral opportunity, marginalised groups face multi-

dimensional and inter-connected barriers to market inclusion. Design factors from the 22 examples 

point to the need to create context-specific circumstances to overcome exclusion. ‘Hard’ factors 

include individual assets and skills; supporting functions that deliver training, inputs, finance, 

information and market access; and protection of legal entitlements, as well as appropriate rules and 

standards. However, the soft factors, which can be overlooked in market-based approaches, were 

decisive.  These include building individual self-confidence and resilience; integration in social 

networks such as cooperatives or self-help groups; and changing exclusionary norms, such as 

appropriate roles for a woman, cultural barriers and social stigma that perpetuate disadvantageous 

E.g. Eco-Veg in India supports a market system for 
organic produce, linking marginalised farmers 
with ‘agripreneurs’ who provide technical advice 
and a distribution network that reaches urban 
centres. Landless farmers, women and youth 
benefit from activities that are not land 
dependent, including producing or selling inputs 
(organic fertiliser, treated seeds) to small-scale 
farmers. A real-time digital monitoring system 
supports data collection and supply management.  

E.g. The Youth Economic Empowerment Project in 
Pakistan is designed to help marginalised youth 
develop employable skills in a highly conservative 
region where opportunities for young women are 
especially sparse. The emphasis is on market-driven 
technical and vocational services, by identifying 
employers and inviting them to input into training 
design and delivery, and to offer work placements. 
Equally important has been sensitisation at the 
community level to the benefits of vocational and 
technical education, so that the young people can 
be actively supported. 
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The report is structured as follows: 

 Section C sets out our understanding of inclusive economies, and what we mean by a market-

based approach and extremely marginalised populations. 

 Section D contains a brief discussion of the methodology used in the collection and analysis of 

the promising examples that sit at the core of the typology. 

 Section E presents the typology of market-based approaches relevant for extremely 

marginalised groups. It includes a short summary of the 22 promising examples identified, 

which appear in more detail in the Annex to this report. 

 Section F discusses what it takes to identify, design and adapt market-based approaches to 

include and benefit the most marginalised. 

 Section G explores the extent to which market-based approaches are actually reaching 

extremely-marginalised groups. 

 Section H identifies areas for future research and innovation. 

III. Market-based approaches to an inclusive economy 
Having acknowledged the surge of interest in inclusive economies and market-based approaches, 

along with the commitment to leave no one behind by addressing extreme poverty and 

marginalisation – what do these ideas mean in practice?  

1. Extreme poverty and extreme marginalisation 
Extreme poverty is assessed on economic terms. According to World Bank figures, there are the 800 

million people living below the international poverty line of US$1.90 a day,3 representing roughly 11 

per cent of the world’s population. At this level of income, people lack the minimum to meet their 

food and other basic needs, they have few assets and poor education. They are predominantly rural, 

young and working as agricultural labourers; and many are women. Extreme marginalisation refers to 

social exclusion and isolation based rather on gender, disability, HIV status, ethnicity, caste and other 

factors that leave individuals or groups in positions of low status and power.  

Poverty and marginalisation are not synonymous, but they are inter-related, with significant overlaps 

between these groups, especially where poverty and marginalisation persist over time. For this report, 

we focus on the intersection between economic and social exclusion; specifically groups facing both 

extreme income poverty, with limited assets and poor education, and facing exclusionary social 

norms. 

2. Inclusive economies 
Inclusive economies create opportunities that are accessible for all, so that wellbeing and prosperity is 

shared. However, most economies are characterised by an economic pyramid that excludes those at 

the bottom. At the top of the pyramid is the formal sector, where jobs and livelihoods are relatively 

secure, with good income, working conditions and other benefits. Actors operating in this area of the 

economy are legally registered and recognised, are protected by laws, pay tax, have bank accounts 

and title deeds, and can access loans and other services. Below comes the informal sector where 

incomes are considerably lower, and much more dependent on self-employment, casual labour and 

informal trade, with multiple income sources often used to manage insecurity and risk. At the bottom 

of this group are those with very basic assets (e.g. less than 0.5ha of land) and skills (e.g. primary 

education), often facing geographical isolation or exclusionary social norms but who do have access to 

income-generating activities. Actors operating in this area of the economy have no legal registration or 

                                                           
3 World Bank Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2016: Taking on Inequality, US$1.90 PPP per capita per day 
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(Figure 2). The core idea is that by aligning the objectives, incentives and capabilities of market actors 

with pro-poor changes in the market exchange, systemic and therefore lasting changes will be created.  

Figure 2: The market system 

 

Source: The Springfield Centre (2014).  

There are significant debates as to whether strict market systems approaches can benefit the poorest 

directly, indirectly or not at all (Blaser 2014; Sahan and Fischer-Mackay 2011). Measures to improve 

inclusiveness include focusing on value chains most relevant to the poorest and combining market 

systems and other approaches, particularly those which address power asymmetries in markets.  

Perhaps the broadest understanding of market-based approaches includes any activities (e.g. training, 

asset provision) designed to increase the agency of the most marginalised and their ability to access 

markets or to engage in markets on better terms. These can be termed ‘push’ interventions, to 

distinguish them from approaches or interventions focusing on market access and creating the 

demand or ‘pull’ for the goods or services which the most marginalised are being supported to 

develop.5  

3.1 Our definition 

For this research, we do not strictly follow any one of the four understandings described above, 

although our conceptualisation is closest to the market systems development approach in Figure 2. 

We define a market-based approach as having the following characteristics: 

 it expands access to or improves the quality of livelihood (earned income) opportunities for 

the most marginalised, in order to improve wellbeing 

 it addresses not only the market ‘push’, but also the market ‘pull’ for the goods or services the 

most marginalised offer, by identifying, strengthening or creating demand 

 it seeks long-term viability (implying both resilience to shocks and external pressures, and 

independence from funding sources from outside the market system). 

Note that this definition excludes market-based approaches designed primarily to provide goods and 

services like energy and healthcare to the poorest, without being linked to livelihood opportunities. It 

                                                           
5 The language of push-pull is inspired by Garloch (2012) and USAID’s Pathways out of Poverty programme. 
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highly similar (e.g. two examples from the same programme submitted by the same organisation), we 

only included one example in the typology. 

d) Thought-leader interviews: To further test and ground our analysis, we interviewed 12 

practitioners and thought leaders from academia and think-tanks, member-based organisations, NGOs 

and social businesses, updating and amending the analysis as the interviews progressed. 

e) Bellagio meeting: Finally, a facilitated meeting was held at the Bellagio Center, with 24 practitioners 

and thought leaders, working across the spectrum of rights-based and social movements, and market-

based and investment approaches. The aim was to probe how far market-based solutions can 

promote transformative change for the most marginalised, and to generate new ideas on how to more 

explicitly direct market-based solutions to drive positive change for those typically left out. While the 

outputs of that meeting are reported separately, the discussions influenced the framing of the analysis 

in this report. 

V. Typology: Five entry points for market inclusion  

1. Introduction 
This section presents our typology of five entry points for inclusion of the most marginalised (Figure 3) 

that was identified from the 22 promising examples. It systemises the different ways in which 

excluded groups and those supporting them responded to the circumstances they found to enable 

market inclusion. While these categories appear static, practice is much more dynamic, with context-

specific design elements shaping opportunities (Section 5), and numerous pathways leading to 

different livelihood outcomes (Figure 4). This synergy between making the most of the opportunities 

that exist while prying open more spaces for economic inclusion is at the heart of this action.  

The section starts with an overview of the 22 promising examples (Table 1), grouped by the typology 

category and showing the livelihood they are intended to enable. While the examples are assigned to 

the specific categories they best illustrate, many in fact employ a combination of approaches or 

sequence them over time. 

Table 1: Shortlist of promising examples grouped by key pathways to inclusion  

Promising example  Implementing 
organisation(s) 

Country Marginalised group Intended 
livelihood 
outcome 

A leg up: support to engage in markets 

Graduation with 
Resilience to achieve 
Sustainable 
Development (GRAD) 

CARE, SNV 
 

Ethiopia Chronically food 
insecure households 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Monga Mitigation 
Project 

Mennonite Central 
Committee (MCC) 

Bangladesh Landless women (Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Naro Island Seaweed     
Projecta 
 

ILO, Swiss Agency 
for Development 
and Cooperation 
(SDC) 

Philippines Extreme poor, 
vulnerable to child 
labour 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Making the most of existing skills or assets 

Gone Rural Gone Rural Swaziland Women, mostly 
heads of household 

Integration in 
value chains 



14 
 

Hilltribe Organics (HTO) HTO Thailand Hill tribes Integration in 
value chains 

Samriddhi  
 

Helvetas, SDC Bangladesh Poor and extreme 
poor in remote 
areas, women 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment  

Specialisterne Specialisterne Global 
North 

People with autism 
spectrum disorder 
(ASD) 

(Better) wage 
employment 

Street Business School BeadforLife Uganda Marginalised 
women 

(Better) micro 
enterprises 

Organising collectively to meet opportunities 

Business Facilitation 
Model Project 

World Vision Kenya ‘Necessity’ 
entrepreneurs 

(Better) micro 
enterprises  

Ciudad Saludableb Ciudad Saludable Peru Informal waste 
recyclers 

(Better) urban 
self-
employment 

Maitree Mahila 
Producer Company 

Srijan India Disadvantaged 
women, scheduled 
castes and tribes 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Pathways to Secure and 
Resilient Livelihoods 
(‘Pathways’) 

CARE Bangladesh Women day 
labourers 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Ruaab SEWA Artisans 
Producers Company 
Ltdc 

Self Employed 
Women’s 
Association (SEWA) 

India Textile workers in 
displacement 
colonies  

(Better) urban 
self-
employment 

RUDI SEWA India Marginalised 
women 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Coordinating across the market system 

Eco-Veg Sustainable Agro- 
Alliance (SAAL) 
Consortium, 
Christian Aid 

India Scheduled castes, 
landless women and 
youth 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Improving Market 
Access for the Poor 
(IMA4P) 

Voluntary Service 
Overseas (VSO) 

Cambodia Landless or near 
landless 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

Nobo Jibond Save the Children Bangladesh Landless or near 
landless 

(Better) rural 
self-
employment 

The Competitiveness 
Companye 

The 
Competitiveness 
Company 

Jamaica Extreme poor from 
inner city 
communities 

(Better) urban 
self-
employment 

Engaging employers to access jobs that are in demand 

Marks & Start Motivation 
Charitable Trust, 
Marks & Spencer 

Sri Lanka Persons with 
disabilities 

(Better) wage 
employment 

PRIME Mercy Corps Ethiopia Persons with 
disabilities (physical 
impairments) 

(Better) wage 
employment 
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As indicated in Table 2, each example is linked to livelihoods which represent the intended outcomes 

of the initiative. Figure 4 presents schematically how the five entry points from the typology map onto 

different livelihood outcomes. The diagram is intended to represent the ‘messy’ reality of the multiple 

pathways that we found, with no two quite alike, and each affected by positive and negative 

feedbacks, emergent behaviour and unexpected events. The curved line at the top and the backward 

arrow at the bottom are intended as reminders of this non-linearity. 

Figure 4: Pathways to inclusion 

 

 

Table 2: Intended livelihood outcomes  

Livelihood 
outcome 

Sectors  

Rural self-
employment 

Farming, dairy and livestock, agricultural day labour, input and service provision, work in 
processing, packaging and sales, often in the informal sector 

Value chain 
integration 

Agricultural and home-based textile and garment production  

Micro 
enterprises  

Retail and local services (barber, hairdresser, battery charging), often in the informal 
sector 

Urban self-
employment 

Small-scale production in areas such as garments and textiles, recycled waste, and 
ornamental fish farming, often in the informal sector   

Wage 
employment 

Manufacturing (e.g. garments) and technical service provision, especially in the formal 
sector 
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coordinated and in decline as a result of low productivity, poor quality and low profitability. The 
project facilitated access to inputs and access to markets, both direct to an exporter and also to 
local traders supplying other exporters. 

Monga Mitigation project (MCC), Bangladesh 
The Monga Mitigation project in Dimla aims to address the impact of the monga (meaning ‘hungry 
season’), the cyclical famines occurring in this region. Through asset transfer and value chain 
coordination, the project works with landless households to move up the economic ladder, by 
creating a livelihood opportunity through livestock and dairy production. Because infrastructure 
was weak, local service providers have been trained to provide veterinary services, feed and chiller 
facilities. With ownership of cows, vulnerable households are now involved in dairy and fodder 
value chains and selling compost, the income from which has tided them over the hungry season. 

 

2. Making the most of existing assets  

These approaches identify and develop the assets already possessed by the most marginalised, linking 

them with market opportunities. The Street Business School, for example, in Uganda, provides 

entrepreneurship training for marginalised women and helps them identify viable local enterprise 

opportunities based on individual skills and assets. While only a minority of any given population is 

likely to possess the necessary desire and aptitudes for entrepreneurship (Asadullah and Ara 2015), 

the Street Business School overcomes this challenge by selecting women to participate who show 

entrepreneurial potential but lack confidence and know-how. A different example is Specialisterne, 

working in northern contexts like Denmark and the USA but with significant ambitions to apply the 

model globally. Specialisterne links the unique skills of people with autism spectrum disorder that are 

valued by employers, to work opportunities in IT, finance and other business sectors.  

This category also includes pathways where marginalised producers and distributors that have 

particular skills or assets to offer are integrated into high-value product chains. The companies 

involved are social enterprises, with the flexibility to include poverty reduction amongst their 

objectives (Baumüller et al. 2013). Their business models are based on sourcing unique local products 

and crafts from marginalised groups who can produce at home on a flexible schedule (e.g. Gone Rural, 

Swaziland) or adapting a contract farming model to link organic agricultural products to high-end 

supermarkets and restaurants (Hilltribe Organics, Thailand).  

Examples: Finding (better) rural self-employment opportunities in existing assets  

Samriddhi, Bangladesh 

Samriddhi works along three dimensions of the rural market system: farmer/producer knowledge 

(technical, business, financial); private sector development, particularly through micro and small 

enterprises and linkages between market actors and local government bodies. Samriddhi focuses on 

12 value chains including some (medicinal plants, chicken rearing, jute crafts) which are particularly 

relevant for poor and women farmers. Production can be done close to home, uses available assets, 

such as land along roadsides where medicinal herbs can be cultivated, and skills like dexterity, 

patience and/or nurturing which women are perceived to have. Samriddhi facilitates capacity building 

of local service providers and service provider associations by private and public agencies, and 

supports farmers to organise into micro and small enterprises. Samriddhi is a project of the Swiss 

Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) implemented by HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation, as 

a follow-on to two earlier programmes (LEAF and SAAKTI). 
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Examples: Finding (better) micro enterprise opportunities in existing assets 

Street Business School, Uganda 
The Street Business School (SBS) provides entrepreneurial training to support marginalised women 
living in poverty by giving them the skills needed to start and grow a successful small business. SBS 
provides business training and supports women to identify opportunities based on existing assets or 
skills – aiming to shift perceptions that lack of capital prevents them from starting a business. By the 
time women graduate, they will have launched at least one business. SBS is run by BeadforLife, a 
not-for-profit social enterprise that was originally established to link producers of recycled paper 
jewellery to the international market, and builds on training developed for an earlier business 
training initiative called Beads to Business.  

 

Examples: Finding (better) value chains opportunities in existing assets 

Gone Rural, Swaziland 
Gone Rural is a social enteprise that makes 
home accessories using local Swazi inputs – 
lutindzi grass – and traditional grass-weaving 
skills. It works with groups of women in remote 
areas of the country, training each group to 
make different products based on high-end 
design, which may also incorporate other 
materials such as metal and ceramics. The 
company is an active participant in the Fair 
Trade movement in Swaziland and 
internationally. Gone Rural’s business model 
provides rural women, most of whom are 
heads of household, with a home-based income 
and the flexibilty to balance family and work. 
The enterprise is financed mainly through 
shareholder loans, although they also received 
funding and advisory support from the 
Grassroots Business Fund from 2005 to2007. 
 

Hilltribe Organics, Thailand 
Hilltribe Organics (HTO) creates new value 
chain linkages for certified organic eggs, linking 
marginalised hill tribes and supermarkets and 
restaurants in Thailand and Hong Kong. Based 
on a contract farming model, it builds on the 
hill tribes’ endowments of unspoilt soil and 
water, clean air, and skills in and knowledge of 
livestock. The model has a very low barrier to 
entry for the farmers, as the company provides 
hens, feed, technical assistance and veterinary 
services for free, and farmers are required to 
build the chicken coop to keep the birds. The 
model also provides a regular monthly income, 
based on guaranteed pricing (set at the 
beginning of the cycle and valid for two 
seasons). HTO is a social enterprise that aims to 
make more profitable, predictable and regular 
livelihoods accessible to traditionally excluded 
groups. 

 

Examples: Finding (better) wage employment in existing assets 

Specialisterne, Denmark, with a presence in UK, Iceland, Switzerland, Norway, Poland, India, 
Brazil, Spain, Australia, Canada, Ireland, Austria and the USA 
Specialisterne, a Danish social enterprise, works with people with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). 
Some autistic people have unique competencies that give them the potential to excel in the right 
role in business, given the right circumstances. Starting with the IT sector, Specialisterne has 
provided training and jobs for autistic people, offering services such as software testing, quality 
control and data conversion. Specialisterne also links people with ASD to direct employment 
opportunities. Sectors such as finance and retail, as well as software development, need what 
many autistic people have to offer (a good memory, pattern recognition, high accuracy with 
repetitive tasks). Although they have started in the more developed world – initially in Denmark 
where there is a strong welfare state – they see the need to expand in the developing world, and 
recognise that this will mean addressing different challenges in new contexts. 
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3. Organising collectively to meet opportunities 

Organising in peer-to-peer self-help groups, initially for the purpose of savings and then moving on to 

more diverse financial services such as credit or insurance in a regulated system, has been a well-

documented strategy for reaching the most marginalised, especially in India where linkages with the 

formal banking sector have been established. These initiatives create collective action that can be the 

precursor to enterprise development, as well as a channel for finance and services, with parallels to a 

graduation approach. What is distinctive here is the principle of mutual self-help and solidarity.  

Collective organising may occur as a result of intervention by an external organisation, such as an 

NGO, that supports existing grassroots associations or provides a reason to organise. For example, in 

the early phase of its work in Rajasthan, Srijan encouraged women to come together to save, learn 

about ways of earning a small income, access services and enjoy the benefits of integration into the 

District Association. Some eventually participated in buffalo milk production for the Maitree dairy 

producer company that was subsequently created. In other cases, self-organising takes the form of 

member-based organisations for the poor (MBOs – see Box 2) that form in the spirit of ‘we are poor 

but so many’ (Bhatt 2006), to pool savings, build cooperative enterprises, and/or advocate for their 

rights. Some of these achieve scale and political influence through federation into nation-wide 

organisations, such as the Self Employed Women’s Association in India (SEWA) – a trade union (Chen 

et al. 2007). Coordinated self-organisation for enterprise development has been one of SEWA’s 

achievements. For example, in its work with home-based embroiderers in Delhi, the Ruaab Producer 

Company was formed to enable these home-workers to overcome the isolation that had reduced their 

ability to bargain or receive better prices, as well as their subjection to unpredictable and often unfair 

value chain dynamics. In another case, the RUDI Multi-Trading Company has encouraged coordination 

of different SEWA members across the region who are involved in agricultural product supply, 

processing, packaging and retail, linking producers to consumers to strengthen the local economy. 

The status of MBOs as a legitimate voice of their members gives them important influence in 

regulatory and policy debates and deliberations. These MBOs or coalitions are at the forefront of 

creating favourable conditions for their members in the informal economy. For example, in India, the 

victory to legalise street vending in 2014 was the culmination of decades of work by SEWA to protect 

the interests of self-employed women in the informal sector.9 Other examples are efforts to secure 

protections for home-based workers now enshrined in ILO Convention 177. Similar bottom-up 

pressures resulted in legislation in favour of micro businesses being integrated into the solid waste 

sector in Peru (Ciudad Saludable).  

Examples: Organising collectively to meet (better) rural self-employment opportunities 

Maitree Mahila Producer Company, India 
Producer companies are a relatively new legal entity in India, a hybrid between a private company 
and a cooperative. Working in rural areas with extremely disadvantaged populations, Srijan has 
helped to form five of these across India. Maitree Mahila Dairy and Agriculture Producer Company 
in Rajasthan is one, established by members of a federation of self-help groups (SHGs) after ten 
women became promoter shareholders. Now there are over 500 shareholders. Initially, Srijan 
formed these self-help groups with women whose caste and gender combined to keep them 
secluded and uneducated. When the World Bank provided buffalo to extremely poor households 
at 80 per cent subsidy, the idea of a dairy producer company under the auspices of the federation 

                                                           
9 ILO/OECD SEWA joins forces with the ILO to help informal workers move out of poverty, 
www.oecd.org/dac/povertyreduction/48869455.pdf(accessed 9 January 2017) Increasingly the ILO has also 
supported the efforts of MBOs.  
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of SHGs began to take shape. Over a ten-year period, a dairy value chain has been established and 
‘barefoot vets’ trained to serve members. 

RUDI Multi trading company (SEWA), India 
Linking local producers to local consumers, the Rural Urban Distribution Initiative (RUDI) began as 
a branded rural marketing and distribution network set up in 2004 by the Self Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA). Through this network raw agricultural goods are procured locally from SEWA 
members who are small-scale farmers and sharecroppers, and then sorted, graded, cleaned, 
processed and packaged at haat (market) centres under the RUDI brand name. SEWA members 
are employed at these processing centres. Processed goods can be sold back to the farmer at a 
low price or packaged and distributed through distribution hubs to village-level retail outlets. The 
village outlets utilise specially trained door-to-door saleswomen called Rudiben. RUDI Multi-
trading Company is now registered as a public limited company. 

The Pathways to Secure and Resilient Livelihoods Project, Bangladesh 
Pathways, implemented by CARE, focuses on empowering poor women smallholder farmers, 
increasing farmer productivity through improved access to input and output markets, land and 
financial services, and creating more equitable agricultural systems at scale in six countries. This 
example focuses specifically on efforts to reduce the gender wage gap amongst agricultural day 
labourers in Bangladesh (and not broader efforts with smallholders). Key elements include 
dialogue and community engagement, and engaging landlords and local government, supporting 
the bargaining and negotiation capacity of women and mass mobilisation on fair wages for 
women and men in larger administrative units, highlighting the consequences of low wages in 
their region. The programme has been supported by the Gates Foundation and MAC Philanthropy. 

 

Examples: Organising collectively to meet (better) urban self-employment opportunities 

Ciudad Saludable, Peru 
Ciudad Saludable, a local NGO in Peru, helps to 
create better jobs for workers in the informal 
recycling sector by supporting recycler 
collectives to create formal associations and 
develop inclusive businesses that collect, 
process, manage and recycle solid waste. 
Forming local associations in four 
municipalities, members access training in 
occupational health and business services, and 
have developed micro businesses that collect, 
process, manage and recycle solid waste. They 
are provided with small moto furgones 
(vehicles) that allow solid waste to be collected 
in sufficient volumes to satisfy demand. The 
model seeks to address the entire solid waste 
value chain by linking together three key 
elements: advocacy for a comprehensive solid 
waste management system at municipal level; 
social and economic inclusion of recyclers; and 
environmental awareness-raising. In 2010, 
influenced by Ciudad Saludable, Peru became 
one of the first countries to pass a law 
promoting the legal integration of micro and 
small enterprises into the value chain for solid 
waste. 

Ruaab Producer Company, India 
Since 1999, SEWA Bharat has organised female 
home-based workers in the garment supply 
chain. Many are Muslim and have migrated to 
Delhi from rural areas. Disadvantaged because 
of their migratory status and social norms that 
restrict their access to education and 
employment, they relied on often very 
exploitative home-based work, especially in 
stitching and embroidery. By establishing 
embroidery centres, SEWA Bharat linked these 
homeworkers directly to garment companies, 
shortening the supply chain, thereby 
eliminating the middlemen. By 2010, with six 
centres operational in Delhi reaching 700 
artisans, SEWA had organised them into a 
producer company, linked to exporters and 
retailers that support ethical trade practices. 

 



22 
 

Examples: Organising collectively to meet (better) micro-enterprise opportunities 

The Business Facilitation Model Project, Kenya 
The Business Facilitation model, implemented by World Vision, supports marginalised and vulnerable 

micro entrepreneurs to develop and engage in Community Business Councils (CBCs). This example 

focuses on the Wema Area Development Programme in Kenya, a rural setting where 86 per cent live 

in extreme poverty (< US$1 a day). These are mostly peasant farmers along with some who earn an 

income via micro enterprises like shops, barbers and battery chargers. Employment opportunities are 

extremely limited. The model involves a two-pronged strategy addressing systemic constraints in the 

business environment through the CBCs, and the lack of individual business competencies through a 

business training and coaching programme. A local Business Facilitator supports CBCs to improve the 

local business environment, improve business competencies of members and utilise new productive 

networks and resources. Key to the approch is not isolating marginalised micro entrepreneurs by 

restricting CBC membership only to that group. 

 

4. Coordinating with other actors across the market system  

While collective organising brings significant benefits, extremely marginalised populations on their 

own may lack economies of scale due to low purchasing power or geographic isolation, be highly 

vulnerable to risks and lack political clout. Being part of a wider market system, and coordinating with 

better-off farmers, enterprise owners or traders, can offer improved opportunities through the 

piloting of new approaches, creating scale in input or output markets or influencing market barriers. 

Improving Market Access for the Poor (IMA4P) and Eco-Veg work with better-off farmers to improve 

the market system, which then also provides access to higher quality services at better prices for the 

most marginalised. Those who are not directly engaged in farming also benefit through new 

employment opportunities on farms or in the services or enterprises that develop.  

The Competitiveness Company working in Kingston, Jamaica, demonstrates that these approaches are 

not only relevant to a rural farming context. For example, its Collaborate to Prosper programme 

focuses on building alliances between different groups of ornamental fish farmers across the formal 

and informal economy in Kingston, in order to increase the competitiveness of the whole sector and 

support producers to access more lucrative export opportunities. While focusing on upgrading by 

creating stronger horizontal and vertical linkages in the value chain, the approach also emphasises the 

breaking down of cultural barriers between established fish farmers and poor informal producers so 

that they can cooperate to effectively meet the export market demand. 

Examples: Coordinating across the market system for (better) urban self-employment 

The Competitiveness Company, Jamaica 
Collaborate to Prosper focuses on urban value chains and clusters, specifically in the ornamental 
fish sector, that can generate income opportunities within marginalised inner-city commmunities. 
When the project began, marginalised young men from inner-city communities were already, 
through their own enterpreneurship, selling gold fish in plastic bags on street corners, but most 
raised the same species and sold them at the same size and price, leading to unproductive 
competition. By strengthening local market linkages and breaking down cultural barriers between 
established fish farmers and the urban informal economy, value chain actors have been able to 
effectively cooperate to compete. Collaborate to Prosper is implemented by The Competitiveness 
Company and supported by USAID, building on an earlier project also in the ornamental fish 
sector. 

 




