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Abstract
There is, in general, a dearth of empirical inquiries on how institutional voids are filled through institutional work in marginalized
communities. Extant studies have focussed on institutional work that addresses solitary institutional void, mostly in formal settings.
In this paper, we inquire the case of a social entrepreneurial venture in India that identified two complementary institutional voids
(productive ageing void of the urban elderly and rural education void of children) and attempted to simultaneously address the two
voids. The issue of physical distance between the two groups was overcome by enacting an ICT platform. We also show how the
institutional challenges associated with the ICT implementation led them to pursue different kinds of institutional works in their
context. We then identify different theoretical dimensions of institutional works that could be used in marginalized contexts. Finally,
we show how the ‘complementary voids’ approach has implications for both theory and practice.
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1 Introduction

The promise and potential of information and communication
technologies (ICTs) to address the social and livelihood issues
of marginalized communities,1 led to a call for its inclusion in
different development related initiatives (Lin et al. 2015; Tarafdar
et al. 2012; Walsham 2012). In response, national governments,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), social enterprises and
other developmental agencies integrated ICT channels and tools
in their projects to improve the quality of service delivery in

sectors like agriculture, crafts, health, education and banking
(e.g. Jha et al. 2016). However, over the years, empirical evidence
suggests that a significant percentage of the ICT based projects
targeted at marginalized communities is not accessible to (e.g.
Qureshi et al. 2018) or not accepted by the intended communities
and hence fail to achieve the intended objectives (e.g. Avgerou
2010). Scholars have time and again reiterated how a large num-
ber of projects get dropped in the initiation phase, are abandoned
during the implementation phase or turn out to be unsustainable
post-implementation (Lin et al. 2015; Young 2018).

1 Marginalized communities are defined as groups of people who are confined
to the lower or peripheral edge of the society due to reasons like age, mental or
physical disabilities, economic conditions, access to education, or reside in
isolated places or depressed regions (Haihambo 2020; Morato et al. 2016).
In rural India, this marginalization extends to lower caste and women (Qureshi
et al. 2018).
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Researchers have utilized a number of theoretical lenses to
understand and unearth the causes for such ICT based project
failures in the marginalized communities’ context (Lin et al.
2015). One of the approaches has been to consider the nature
of the institutional environments within which ICT for devel-
opment projects are implemented for the marginalized com-
munities, to understand the nature of developmental efforts
required in such contexts (Gregor et al. 2013; Rhodes 2009).
Specifically, scholars suggest the need to better understand the
elements within the institutional environments, in on order to
surface the root cause of the failures of ICTs to facilitate de-
velopment (Lin et al. 2015).

In this regard, researchers suggest that institutions2 within
marginalized communities are often weak or are at conflict
with each other (Mair et al. 2012; Mair and Marti 2009).
Further, they suggest that such weakness and conflicts be-
tween institutions give rise to institutional voids3 of different
kinds. Hence, institutional scholars working in these contexts
characterize development as a matter of filling up of these
different voids. At the same time, institutional scholars stress
the need to carefully consider the nature of those institutional
voids and the institutional elements that lie within, in order to
gain acceptance by the beneficiaries during development ini-
tiatives. For instance, scholars point out how locally important
institutional elements like historical context, social-political
legacy, existing social-norms, local belief systems, path de-
pendencies and nature of traditional authority, among others
have to be taken into account while implementing interven-
tions (Amaeshi et al. 2016; Banerjee and Jackson 2017; Bhatt
et al. 2019; Mair et al. 2012) . Building on these arguments,
we suggest that ICT based initiatives could fail because they
don’t consider such institutional elements while attempting to
fill institutional voids.

In this context, institutional scholars point out how institu-
tional work4 could be a useful theoretical lens to understand
and inquire how institutional voids can be addressed.
However, a review of the institutional work literature in gen-
eral and institutional work in the IS domain in particular, re-
vealed the following gaps. First, the literature suggested that
there was a predominant focus on 1) empirical work in devel-
oped country contexts and 2) work done by powerful actors
with abundant resources (Mair et al. 2012; Marti and Mair
2009). Hence, there is limited research on how actors working

in developing country contexts and possessing limited re-
sources could also engage in institutional work. In this con-
text, scholars suggest how institutional work in these rarely
explored environments can unearth new dimensions like the
exploratory and developmental nature of institutional work
and provide valuable extensions to the literature (Mair et al.
2012; Mair and Marti 2009).

Second, while existing literature on institutional work has
considered contexts where one institutional void was ad-
dressed, to the best of our knowledge, we did not find any
study that inquired contexts where more than one void was
addressed. Institutional voids arise at the complex intersection
of existing institutions (or lack of it) and often require very
structured interventions that depend on the institutional envi-
ronment and the nature of the void (Bhatt et al. 2019; Mair and
Reischauer 2017; Palepu and Khanna 1998). As a result, ad-
dressing one institutional void in itself could be a set of com-
plex activities. Hence, addressing multiple institutional voids
might require even larger interacting sets of activities involv-
ing substantial efforts and perhaps need certain synergies be-
tween the voids, which may be difficult to unearth and
achieve. This is perhaps the reason why such initiatives are
rare and not represented in the literature.

Third, we found that extant research on institutional work
in the IS domain (although sparse) focussed largely on insti-
tutional work associated with digital transformations in large
organizational contexts (Guillemette et al. 2017; Troshani
et al. 2018). Hence, there is a dearth of literature on ICT
centred institutional work relating to marginalized communi-
ties. Hence we explore the research question -what is the na-
ture of ICT centred institutional work carried out by actors in
resource constraint environments in the presence of multiple
institutional voids?

To explore and investigate the above question, we carry out
an in-depth qualitative field inquiry into the case of GenLink5

that sought to simultaneously address the problem of poor
quality of rural education (rural education void) and the prob-
lem of social isolation of the urban elderly (productive ageing6

void) using an ICT based platform.7 We collect data on
GenLink’s work over a thirty one month period that included
participant observations, in-depth interviews and perusal of
archival documents. Subsequently, we employ the Gioia
methodology to analyse our data and uncover our themes
and theoretical dimensions.

Our findings revealed how GenLink leveraged the ‘com-
plementarities’ between the two voids in order to fill each void
with the help of the other. Specifically, we show howGenLink

2 Institutions refer to both informal establishments such as stable norms,
values, customs, beliefs that govern socially acceptable behaviour and formal
establishments such as laws, regulations, and their supporting apparatuses
(Webb et al. 2009).
3 Institutional voids are defined as lack of formal institutions (or presence of
weak institutions with conflicting mandate) that are required for the effective
functioning of the markets (Mair et al. 2012; Palepu and Khanna 1998;
Stephan et al. 2015).
4 Institutional work refers to “the purposive action of individuals and organi-
zations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence
and Suddaby 2006, p. 216).

5 A pseudonym for a social entrepreneurial venture in India.
6 Productive or active ageing refers to ageing of the elderly with economic and
social security such that they have opportunities to have a constructive rela-
tionship with the larger society (Gleason and Butler 1985; Gokhale 1998).
7 GenLink provided a platform for online education to rural children wherein
remote elderly teachers from urban areas taught them.
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used the dormant knowledge capital, often ignored by the
society, of the urban elderly to provide education to the rural
children from marginalized communities, who often do not
get quality teachers to learn from. We also found how
GenLink employed an ICT based platform to connect the
two communities and overcome the issue of the physical dis-
tance between the elderly and rural children. This illustrates
how GenLink made efficient use of the limited resources
available at its disposal.

Further, in our findings, we elucidate GenLink’s institu-
tional work to overcome various institutional challenges by
leveraging ICT to help fill the institutional voids. Rural edu-
cation void presented with the institutional challenges related
to the initial lack of acceptability of online education as a
source of good quality teaching. Productive ageing void pre-
sented with the institutional challenges related to the elderly’s
productive engagement through technology. In the process,
we highlight how GenLink performed different types of insti-
tutional work in an attempt to address various challenges and
thereby fill the institutional voids.

In the context of rural education, we show how GenLink
performed three broad categories (each of which had sub-
categories) of institutional work −1) legitimizing the new mode
of education 2) Educating to enhance awareness and 3)
Enriching the learning experience. Further, in the context of ur-
ban elderly, we show how GenLink performed two broad cate-
gories (each of which had sub-categories of institutional work) -
1) Educating to (re)define norms about technology and 2) Digital
On-boarding. Finally, we show how such institutional work con-
tributes to the filling of the two institutional voids.

In this regard, we capture how GenLink’s work to address
rural education void helps in improving the quality of educa-
tion received by the children from marginalized communities
through 1) receiving passionate and quality teachers 2) in-
creased interest in content taught 3) holistic learning and 4)
accurate evaluation and tracking of progress. Also, we capture
how GenLink’s work to address productive ageing void con-
tributes to the productive ageing of the elderly through 1)
financial independence 2) improved sense of self-worth and
3) reduced social isolation.

While we highlight the salient role played by ICTs to over-
come the complementary voids in our context, we make two
important observations. First, we note how the ICT based activ-
ities by GenLink do not exist in a social vacuum, but lie embed-
ded within a set of supporting social processes in the ecosystem.
Second, we also emphasize that complementary voids could also
be overcome without the use of ICTs in some contexts.

We leverage our study to make the following contributions
to the institutional work and IS literatures. First, we introduce
and conceptualize the term ‘complementary voids’. We also
suggest the conditions under which complementary voids
may be identified. Second, we demonstrate how actors ad-
dressing multiple institutional voids simultaneously can use

the complementary voids approach as one way to address
those voids. We then outline the salient role played by ICT
in addressing the complementary voids in our context. Third,
we unearth new theoretical dimensions of ICT centred institu-
tional work in the marginalized communities’ context and
show how actors working in such contexts can use it to en-
hance the chances of acceptance by the communities. Finally,
our study also contributes to social enterprise/ entrepreneur-
ship literature. We demonstrate how a social enterprise can
leverage ICT to address social issues in resource constraint
environments. For practice, we show how social enterprises
with few resources can use the ‘complementary voids’ ap-
proach to solve social problems parsimoniously.8

The rest of the article is structured as follows. To begin
with, we survey the literature on ICTs for marginalized com-
munities, institutional voids and institutional work. Next, we
elucidate the research context in which we discuss the research
setting and the case organization. After this, we discuss the
data collection and data analysis approach. Subsequently, we
describe our findings and then discuss our contributions to the
literature and practice. Finally, we acknowledge the limita-
tions of our study and suggest directions for future work.

2 Literature Review

The literature review section provides the theoretical founda-
tions for our paper and is organized into three sub-sections.
First, we briefly review the role of ICTs in addressing social
issues in marginalized communities. We then adopt the insti-
tutional approach to make sense of ICT based project failures.
Second, we synthesize the reasons for the presence of institu-
tional voids in marginalized communities and the need to
address them to facilitate development. Finally, we engage
with the institutional work literature to understand if and when
these institutional voids could be overcome.

2.1 Institutional Approach to Assessing ICT Based
Development Initiatives

Extant literature suggests ICTs could play a pivotal role in
empowering marginalized communities by expanding their
agency and by serving as an important enabler of opportuni-
ties (Avgerou 2003; Cruz-Jesus et al. 2017; Ganju et al. 2016).
However, there is a lack of consensus on ICT driven develop-
ment about: 1) the manner in which ICTs could be developed
and appropriated to induce development and 2) the underlying
processes by which ICT facilitate the same (Avgerou 2010).

8 In our context, the elderly taught for minimal payments or even on a volun-
tary basis considering that children from marginalized communities cannot
pay much and because this exercise helped them overcome their own social
isolation.
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Accordingly, researchers advocated different epistemological
stances on the construction and usage of digital technologies
for the benefit of marginalized communities (Lin et al. 2015).

Early approaches to deploying ICT for societal benefits
assumed that the cognitive elements and material structures
that constitute design of and practices associated with infor-
mation systems were independent of the social contexts of its
use (ITU 2011; Mansell 2010). Hence, such approaches be-
lieved that technologies developed in different contexts were
transferable to other societies in its near original form. As a result,
this tradition underscored the importance of the ‘technological
artefact’ and considered development of the marginalized com-
munities as a matter of acquisition and usage of technologies
through the support and training of its use (Mansell 2010).
Though considerable progress was made using this approach,
repeated failures of ICT based development projects led to pleas
for alternative orientations (Avgerou 2003, 2010).

In response, the institutional approach surfaced as one of
ways to implementing and assessing the outcomes, wherein
the scholars called for greater need for social embeddedness in
ICT based projects (Ashraf et al. 2009; Brooks and Alam
2013; Lin et al. 2015). According to the institutional approach,
the purpose of ICT based innovations needed to arise from
local conceptions of the problem of interest and be constructed
considering the techno-organizational realities of the local
context (Prakash and De 2015; Rahman et al. 2019; Young
2018). Further, the approach suggested that development was
not a problem that required fixing but a complex socio-
cultural process that required an emergent understanding and
evolving approaches to addresses the same9 (Jha et al. 2016;
Pal et al. 2009). Hence, it advocated the active involvement of
the target communities in the process of ideation, develop-
ment and implementation and outlined that only when local
actors make sense of innovation, they will accommodate it
into their lives (Gregor et al. 2013; Pal 2009).

Moreover, scholars subscribing to this paradigm advocated
the significance of considering local institutional elements in
order to unearth the reasons for ICT based project failures
(Leong et al. 2016; Lin et al. 2015; Venkatesh et al. 2016).
Specifically, they argued that weak or conflicting institutions
within marginalized communities gave rise to different kinds
of institutional voids that had to be addressed to facilitate
development (Avgerou 2003, 2010). However, extant re-
searchers suggest that there is still a lot to know about how
ICTs can help address these institutional voids in marginalized
communities and the challenges associated with the same
(Ravishankar 2013; Sahay andWalsham 2017). In this regard,
we begin with a review of institutional voids.

2.2 Institutional Voids: Causes and Consequences

Institutional theory stresses the central role that institutions10

play in the development of market-based economies and in the
shaping of the behaviour of actors like entrepreneurs, firms,
and the society at large (Kostova et al. 2008; Stenholm et al.
2013; Wadhwani 2018). Scholars argued that when designed
and implemented properly, such institutions would provide
the rules of the game to facilitate the creation and functioning
of ideal markets (Stephan et al. 2015; Tracey and Phillips
2011). In this context, early works by economists and strategy
scholars on inquiring the reasons for the presence of undevel-
oped markets in developing nations, pointed to the lack of
institutions or presence of weak institutions with conflicting
mandate (Palepu and Khanna 1998). Such lack of formal in-
stitutions required for the effective functioning of the markets
was characterized as institutional voids (Palepu and Khanna
1998; Stephan et al. 2015). For instance, lack of regulative
mechanisms on the emerging notion of the gig-economy in
different nations have resulted in unclear rules during disputes
and compromise on worker rights (Deng et al. 2016; Mair and
Reischauer 2017). Scholars agree that lack of social institu-
tions or their presence with conflicting mandate could also
give rise to institutional voids. For instance, Bhatt et al.
(2019) highlight how existing social beliefs and norms relat-
ing to the unilateral role of government in solving social prob-
lems in China, lead to the creation of a non-munificent11 en-
vironment in which the society discouraged individuals from
setting up social businesses (absence of social institutions to
support social business).

Subsequent research on the concept, however, challenged
the notion that institutional voids were spaces that were
devoid/ empty of institutions. Researchers who adopted a
more sociological view suggested that institutional voids
could also occur when there is abundance of strong institu-
tions. Specifically, scholars in this tradition argued that
conflicts and contradictions between existing institutions
could also be a source of voids. First, extant research
highlights how conflicts between formal institutions with a
rigid hierarchy and informal institutions embedded within
local communities could give rise to institutional voids. For
instance, Mair et al. (2012) demonstrated how legislation re-
garding property rights for women in Bangladesh were in
direct conflict with the local patriarchal and patrilineal systems
in rural Bangladesh and how it in turn led to lack of ‘real’
ownership over property for women. Second, researchers also
highlighted how conflicts between different formal

9 Scholars also argued that development related goals by ICTs are not caused
by the artefact itself, but by the new forms of informational behaviour it
facilitates (Mansell 2010).

10 Institutions indicate both formal establishments advanced by the govern-
ment, private or public entities or informal establishments such as stable be-
liefs, customs, norms, values and recurring behaviour patterns that are accept-
ed and important to the society (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006).
11 Non-munificence in this context refers to the lack of social resources re-
quired to support the initiation of social business (Bhatt et al. 2019).
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institutions could also be a source of voids. For example, past
research has shown how conflicts between governments with-
in a state that have different ideologies/motives (e.g. between
a national and a regional government (Mertha 2009)) could
result in policy voids that hamper developmental goals .

In this context, researchers working in this domain firmly
acknowledge the need to address these different types of in-
stitutional voids in order to facilitate developmental goals.
Specifically, they highlight how the different types of institu-
tional voids can hinder market functioning, hamper market
development or impede the participation of certain sections
of the society in the markets (Mair and Marti 2009). Hence,
researchers in the development studies domain suggest how
the filling up of such voids could be a means or end to achiev-
ing development (Mair and Marti 2009). In this regard, we
now consider institutional work as one approach to address
the institutional voids in the context of marginalized
communities.

2.3 Institutional Work in Marginalized Communities

The concept of institutional work emerged as a response to the
call for considering the recursive relationship between actors
and institutions, by shifting the focus of studies to inquiries on
how actors’ actions impacted institutions12 (Lawrence et al.
2013; Lawrence et al. 2009; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006;
Qureshi et al. 2016). Its fundamental premise hinged on three
key elements: 1) it pivoted on the reflexivity and skill of ac-
tor(s), 2) it was based on the understanding that institutions
were constituted based on the conscious/intentional actions of
actor(s) and 3) it acknowledged that actor(s) who attempted to
create/maintain or disrupt the institutional order are them-
selves embedded within the existing institutional rules, norms
and beliefs (Lawrence et al. 2009; Lawrence and Suddaby
2006). In this context, institutional work was defined as the
deliberate and purposive actions of individual or organization-
al actors that aimed to disrupt, maintain or create institutions
(Lawrence and Suddaby 2006).

A significant aspect of the concept of institutional work is
its balance between agency and structure. On the one end, the
proponents of institutional work believe that agents are not
mute spectators and zombies to structure around them; how-
ever, on the other end they also do not believe in the dominant
heroic perspective of agency that characterizes most empirical
accounts on institutional entrepreneurship13 (Lawrence et al.
2009; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; Marti and Mair 2009).

Consequently, its proponents stressed the importance of
encompassing a broader range of actors, activities and con-
texts within which institutional work could occur (Lawrence
et al. 2011). However, surprisingly, a review of the literature
on institutional work revealed that most research efforts were
still focussed on work done in developed countries, and on
work by actors who had plenty of resources at their disposal
(Mair et al. 2012; Marti and Mair 2009; Venkataraman et al.
2016). In this context, Marti and Mair (2009) introduced how
inquiries on institutional work in atypical contexts (e.g. in
marginalized communities) are significant for both theoretical
and practical reasons and appealed for more research in such
contexts to help capture the different facets of institutional
work more comprehensively, besides helping to advance ap-
proaches to solve social problems in such communities (Marti
and Mair 2009). We conceptualize the theoretical foundations
for our paper based on this growing literature which is still in
its infancy (Hamann and Bertels 2018; Lawrence et al. 2011;
Zietsma and Lawrence 2010).

First, the scholars suggest how the nature of institutional
work by social entrepreneurs working in resource-constrained
environments could be exploratory (involving small, gradual
and reversible steps) as opposed to the aggressive jolts enacted
by powerful actors (Marti and Mair 2009; Venkataraman et al.
2016). Empirical work in this regard, demonstrates how con-
stant probing for weaknesses and exploitation of small gains
reduces counter-mobilization from those seeking status quo
(Mair et al. 2012). Further, scholarly work has explored the
notion of institutional bricolage in this context and highlighted
howmarginal actors working in resource-constrained environ-
ments incrementally deploy and innovatively recombine
existing resources (Domenico et al. 2010; Hota et al. 2019).

Second, researchers have mentioned how work in margin-
alized communities could be related to enhancing institutions
wherein actors attempt to complement and broaden the scope
of extant institutions (Marti and Mair 2009). In this type of
work, the proponents work towards addressing the barriers
towards accessing extant institutions and hence attempt to
make them more inclusive (Mair et al. 2012; Mair and Marti
2009). For instance, the microfinance movement in many of
the developing nations like Bangladesh can be seen as an
attempt to make banking more accessible to the poor and
illiterate (Chemin 2008).

Third, extant research in this domain shows how much
efforts by actors are dedicated towards transforming extant
norms, beliefs and traditions (Mair and Marti 2009), and sug-
gests that unlike rules, norms and beliefs are a matter of faith
to local communities and hence are deeply entrenched within
the practices of the communities (Bhatt et al. 2019). As a
result, it is argued that engagement with influential people in
the communities and their trust is needed to push for any
societal changes (Marti and Mair 2009; Venkataraman et al.
2016).

12 Institutional approaches to the study of organizational/societal actors tradi-
tionally focussed on the relationship between the actors and the fields in which
they operated by providing accounts on how institutions governed actors’
actions (Lawrence et al. 2009; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006).
13 Institutional entrepreneurship is defined as a set of activities by actors who
question the existing institutional norms/beliefs and go on to create new or
disrupt existing institutions (Wang and Swanson 2007).
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Fourth, scholars suggest the significance of the creation of
provisional institutions that serve a certain purpose for a spe-
cific period of time (Lawrence et al. 2002; Marti and Mair
2009). Here, researchers suggest how such institutions may
be dissolved once the local communities are empowered to act
without them (Kistruck et al. 2013). For example, the litera-
ture suggests how social intermediaries may create provisional
institutions to facilitate transactions for BoP producers and
consumers and disengage them once the beneficiaries have
acquired sufficient capabilities to act on their own (Cui et al.
2017; Jha et al. 2016; Kistruck et al. 2013).

Finally, we know from extant research how institutional
voids that arise in such communities owing to different con-
flicting and contradicting logics require multi-faceted strate-
gies that can navigate through the different logics (Mair et al.
2012). For instance, researchers highlight how NGOs in
Bangladesh borrowed elements from religious and cultural
domains to promote health and hygiene practices (Mair and
Marti 2009). However, a review of the literature revealed that
no academic insights exist to understand how actors navigate
through the different challenges when they address more than
one institutional void at the same time. Specifically, scholars
suggest how working to address a unilateral institutional void
in resource-constrained environments is a complex activity
that may require actors to combine andmake dowith available
resources at their disposal (Domenico et al. 2010; Hota et al.
2019; Marti and Mair 2009). Consequently, we argue that
working around multiple institutional voids would further be
complicated by the need to tackle multiple interacting institu-
tional challenges simultaneously and would thus require
entrenched sense making, multidisciplinary and innovative
approaches (Dorado and Ventresca 2013; Osland and Bird
2000). This may be the reason why empirical work on multi-
ple institutional voids is not represented in the literature.

In the IS domain, the research on how digital technologies
can play a key role in addressing different institutional voids is
in infancy (McGrath 2016). The limited research that take into
account social context has highlighted how digital social in-
novations that are not congruous with extant norms, beliefs
and practices may be met with resistance from the target com-
munities (Binz et al. 2015; Gregor et al. 2013). Hence, re-
searchers have suggested how obtaining legitimacy for such
innovations could require institutional work, although not
using this label per se, that creates an alignment between the
technology and the institutional context in which such tech-
nologies are deployed (Binz et al. 2015; Henriksen et al.
2014). However, we argue that studies till now have focussed
largely on the challenges associated with technology
implementations and digital transformations in large organi-
zational contexts (Hinings et al. 2018; Troshani et al. 2018).
For instance, Guillemette et al. (2017) discuss how informa-
tion technology function types and organizational objectives
mutually evolved and shaped each other through institutional

work in a large health care organization. Consequently, there
is paucity of work when it comes to understanding the nature
of ICT centred institutional work to address institutional voids
in the context of marginalized communities. Hence, to address
these gaps in the institutional work literature in general and
institutional work in the IS domain in particular, we study how
ICTs are used to address more than one institutional void in
marginalized communities, using the theoretical lens of insti-
tutional work.

3 Research Context and Method

In this section, we first provide a brief overview of the two
institutional voids: 1) regarding the quality of education in the
rural Indian context (rural education void); and 2) the lack of
productive ageing opportunities for the elderly in the urban
Indian context (productive ageing void). Next, we provide an
outline of the case organization that attempted to simulta-
neously address these two problems. Finally, we describe the
data collection and data analysis approach that was adopted in
this research.

3.1 Research Setting

3.1.1 Issues with the Rural Education System in India

India is a nation where a majority of the population still lives
in the villages (Sharma 2018). Hence, recognizing the need to
provide quality education to the rural population, the govern-
ment initiated Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan,14 Mid-Day Meal
Scheme,15 and other programs (Kainth 2006). However, de-
spite massive investments by the government and a large
number of people involved in this regard, success is still lim-
ited (Agrawal 2014). There are a number of factors that im-
pede the growth of quality education in rural India as outlined
below.

First, one of the most important factors that affect the qual-
ity of rural education is the lack of availability of good quality
teachers (Afridi 2011). Teachers in both government and pri-
vate schools in rural India often lack the academic qualifica-
tion, training or motivation required to impart good quality
education (Agrawal 2014). To make matters worse, the gov-
ernment teachers are burdenedwith many official assignments
like collecting census, conducting poverty surveys, and pro-
moting family planning programmes etc., resulting in the ab-
senteeism of the teachers (Dreze and Kingdon 2001). Such

14 Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan or Education for All Movement is a program by the
government of India that makes free and compulsory education for children
between the ages of 6–14 as a fundamental right (Kainth 2006).
15 Mid-Day Meal Scheme is a program by the Government of India that
provides free lunch to children on working days as a means to improve the
nutritional standing of children (Kainth 2006).
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factors discourage students from being regular to school and
make them disinterested in learning (Agrawal 2014).

Second, poor transportation infrastructure forces many stu-
dents to walk several kilometres to reach school and thus de-
motivates them to attend schools regularly (Siddhu 2011).
Third, because rural kids often hail from poor backgrounds,
they are expected to contribute to family income. This makes
them to either drop-out or become irregular to school, thereby,
causing them to miss out on learning opportunities
(Choudhury 2006). Fourth, in the absence of any educational
support at home, rural students need extra time and much
more attention to cope up with their academics. However,
underqualified, expensive and abusive local tuition16 teachers
deter them from getting such opportunities (Afridi 2011).
Fifth, in the specific case of female children, absence of good
quality washrooms in schools acts as an important hindrance
for them to drop out of schools at an early age (Leach and
Sitaram 2007). Finally, the prevalence of discrimination on
the basis of caste (Qureshi et al. 2018), gender (Maurer and
Qureshi 2019), and class (Hota et al. 2019) has also remained
a complex problem in rural schools that further contributes to
the drop put rates (Borooah and Iyer 2005). In this context, we
characterize such problems with the quality of education in
rural India due to market, state and socio-cultural factors as an
institutional void (rural education void).

3.1.2 Problems and Perceptions of the Elderly in India

Historically, the elderly in India were revered for their wisdom
and knowledge (Jeste and Vahia 2008). However, with the
fragmentation of the joint family system and consequent
nuclearization of families, the elderly were forced to be de-
tached from the family (Bandyopadhyay et al. 2015). Often,
they are stereotyped as being unproductive and incompetent.
As a result, they are considered as a burden to the family and
are forced to live alone in their own homes or old-age homes
(Dionigi 2015). Such practices create problems for the elderly
like lack of safety, lack of emotional support, financial insecu-
rity, social isolation, among other things (Ingle andNath 2008).

The negative stereotype is reiterated by the media that pre-
fers to celebrate the young body and typecast the old as frail
and undesirable (Dionigi 2015). The Indian cultural texts also
resonated similar sentiments by stratifying the role of people
in society based on age (Tiwari and Pandey 2013). Elderly are
supposed to live a life of asceticism – a state of mind that is
marked by renunciation of material gains and worldly desires
and reflected in behaviour as disinterest and detachment from
material possessions. Most of the elder persons give up world-
ly pleasures, materialistic possessions and attachment to the

family. In contemporary times however, such dissociation
from material life is construed as non-involvement in produc-
tive markets and hence considered as a liability. Such biases
create a feeling of weakness and depression among the elderly
since they are embedded in that environment (Ingle and Nath
2008). We characterize such social isolation of the elderly and
the lack of opportunities for productive ageing due to social
norms, beliefs and stereotyping as an institutional void (pro-
ductive ageing void). In this context, we discuss GenLink’s
work to address the two institutional voids.

3.2 Digital Social Innovation

The study was set at GenLink, a social-entrepreneurial venture
that was headquartered in the city of Kolkata in India. The
founders of GenLink came up with the idea of bridging the
two marginalized communities, namely the elderly and the
rural children using an ICT platform and thereby leverage it
to solve some of the problems of both the communities simul-
taneously. Specifically, they wished to utilize the ignored
wisdom of the past generation (elderly as the source of knowl-
edge) to educate the future generations (rural children as the
sink of the knowledge).

However, the founders realized that such an aspiration
would entail the complex task of matching the requirements
of two completely contrasting worlds: - 1) the world of the
disadvantaged rural children who required quality, regular,
timely and interesting educational inputs that would help fill
the gaps in their existing systems. 2) The world of the elderly
who required flexibility in terms of work schedules, working
hours and workplace due to personal commitments and
health-related problems due to ageing.

To achieve this, the founders enacted a system that had five
basic agents 1) senior citizens as the teachers 2) cyber-citi-
zens’ skill capital 3) Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs)/Village Level Entrepreneurs (VLEs) as owners of
the internet schools in the villages 4) cyber world’s knowledge
capital and 5) rural children as the recipient of the knowledge.
The system worked as follows. To begin with, the firm en-
gaged volunteers and freelance developers (cyber citizens) to
create standardized digital content in local language. The cy-
ber citizens were encouraged to utilize the multimedia cyber
content from recognized sources available on the web as ref-
erence during the content development process.

Next, the elderly teachers utilized these materials to deliver
classes online to the rural children. In the rural areas, VLEs/
NGOs created the classroom infrastructure required for the
delivery of classes and mobilized students. GenLink created
different checks and balances to ensure that the classes oc-
curred regularly and seamlessly. First, the firm employed field
coordinators who collected and reported the issues faced by the
internet schools, facilitated the cross-checking of student atten-
dance, teacher feedback, among other things and deployed

16 A tuition centre is typically a private institution that serves to supplement
the education received in school. Tuition centres usually help students to tackle
exams and advocate rote learning.
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surveys to conduct impact analysis. Next, the field coordina-
tors in turn reported to a field manager who visited the schools
periodically to perform audits. On the teacher’s front, GenLink
had a pool of elderly citizens who were qualified to ensure that
teachers who were absent could be substituted. The classes
were also monitored online for quality check on a periodic
basis from the headquarters.

In the GenLink system, the rural children paid a highly
subsidized fee to the franchise owners who relied on numbers
to achieve sustenance. GenLink charged a small percentage of
the profits from the internet school owners to cover its field
operations. To further cover the expenses of other operations,
GenLink operated in a cross-subsidy model in which it also
catered to the requirements of the urban students.17 The urban
students took one-to-one personal online classes and were
charged a premium.

3.3 Data Gathering

The data we utilized for this research study came from multi-
ple rounds of data gathering from a variety of sources.

Participant Observations: We performed ethnographic field
observations during the period June 2016–December 2018.
One of the authors spent time at the GenLink’s headquarters
during the pre-formative moments, formative moments and
the implementation phase and conducted participant observa-
tions of most of the important events. One of the authors also
conducted field visits to the villages where the internet schools
were implemented and observed the classes in situ. One of the
authors also remotely observed different online classes where
the elderly taught the rural children.

Semi-structured interviews: We conducted semi-structured
interviews with key stakeholders in GenLink’s ecosystem.
Interview participants included the three founder-directors,
project managers, project team members, internet school
owners, elderly teachers and students. Interviews were
audiotaped with the permission of the participants.

Archival documents: We also utilized archival data like
annual reports, impact analysis reports, pamphlets, videos,
pictures, (conditional access to) internal documents, minutes
of the meetings, among other things for our analysis. We were
also given access to view the GenLink’s information system
that included different front-end and backend modules.
Appendix Table 3 summarizes the data that was gathered for
the analysis.

3.4 Data Analysis Approach

To begin with, we compiled and organized the different forms
of data gathered like interview transcripts, pictures, videos,

field notes and other archived data (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin
2003). Overall, we followed the established approach sug-
gested by Gioia et al. (2013) for our data analysis. The data
management and coding was done manually using standard
word processing and spreadsheet software. Our data analysis
followed an iterative approach as suggested by Gioia et al.
(2013) and involved two steps as discussed below.

3.5 Step1: First Order Analysis

In the first order analysis, we went through the transcripts
and other archived documents to identify the different
informant terms and marked them as different categories
(Gioia et al. 2013). Subsequently, similarities and differ-
ences between the different informant categories were
identified and distilled to a manageable number of first
order codes (Gioia et al. 2013). Care was taken to faith-
fully represent the informant terms while labelling the
first order codes. For instance, we found many instances
in our data where the interviewees talked about the use of
teachers who were physically present in the classroom and
assisted the virtual elderly teacher by monitoring the stu-
dents, collecting attendance records, facilitating smooth
conduct of exams, looking into technical issues, among
other things. This was captured as the first order code
‘Deployment of the Para teacher’. The entire process of
first-order analysis was iterative in which we looked at the
data for repeated presence or absence of categories (Gioia
et al. 2013). We then read and reread our data to recode
the labels based on our emergent and evolving under-
standing. Thus, our first order codes involved the refine-
ment of our raw data into our initial interpretation.
Appendix Table 3 and 4 shows the representative quotes
for each first order code.

3.6 Step2: Second Order Themes and Aggregate
Dimensions

The second order analysis involved the search for a
deeper structure into the array of first order codes
(Gioia et al. 2013). It involved the simultaneous thinking
at informant level and at the abstract level of second
order themes. This stage involved subsequent interviews
to make focussed sense of the emergent second order
themes. For instance, the different first order codes that
related to the extension of traditional school features to
internet school were combined into ‘Creating a blended
learning environment’. Once a workable set of second
order themes were constructed, we then embarked onto
combining the related second-order themes into aggre-
gate dimensions (Gioia et al. 2013). This stage involved
moving back and forth between the themes and the liter-
ature and consequent identification of theoretical

17 For urban students taking online tutoringmade sense because it helped them
save commute time to and fro to offline tutoring centres.
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categories that did not have adequate referents in the
extant literature (Gioia et al. 2013). For example, we
identified Legitimizing the new mode of education as a
type of institutional work carried out by GenLink to gain
acceptance from the rural people. The data structure that
we developed through this entire process can be found in
Tables 2 and 3.

4 Findings

4.1 Using ICTs to Leverage the Complementarities
between the Two Voids

Our findings revealed how the founders of GenLink identified
the ‘complementarities’ between the problems faced by the
two marginalized sections - the senior citizens and the rural
children. In this regard, the founders recognized how the se-
nior citizens, despite possessing a lifetime of experience and
knowledge, were ignored by the society post-retirement and
hence did not get the opportunities to do any productive ac-
tivities. The founders also discerned the problems associated
with the quality of rural education and the unsatisfactory role
played by the tuition18 teachers to fill the gaps in the education
system. Many respondents expressed these concerns:

When I am in [major Indian city], my day starts and ends
with almost no activity. …Sometimes, I think about
starting my own [small] business just to engage myself.
…It’s tough to be idle throughout the day.…But since I
was a teacher before, it’s not in my nature to do such
kind of activities. …My children are very busy and
hence find it difficult to support my ideas. (Senior
Citizen 1, Major City India)

If you look at the schools here, the teachers are not good
enough. …Both the government and private schools
here lack the necessary facilities to provide good educa-
tion. Even the English teachers will not be able to con-
verse in English properly. …Usually, the existing
teachers only provide tuitions. So they don’t really solve
the problem. …One of my kids studied here. …Even
though he was ok with the subjects, he struggled in
college and did not get employment. …Ultimately, real
knowledge is received only by the kids in the cities.
(Parent 1, Rural India)

One of the founders highlighted how both the problems were
complementary to each other:

After retirement, many elderly live an isolated life both
socially and economically. Although, quite of few of
them have the capability and interest, they don’t get
the scope to enter any mainstream activity.…In the rural
context, on the other hand, there is a dearth of good
quality teachers…We thought that it would a nice idea
to implement a video conferencing platform in which
elderly teachers from [major Indian city] would teach
them. (Founder Director 1, GenLink)

In this context, ICT became central to their mission of
connecting the two marginalized communities (and solving
both their problems together) owing to the spatial separation
between the two sections and the preference of the elderly to
stay at their own homes and work at their own times. GenLink
thus came up with a technology platform to provide online
education to the rural underprivileged children:

A NGO in [a small village] complained that there was
dearth of teachers since the NGOwas working deep in a
remote village…. Volunteers from [major Indian city]
used go there, stay there for two weeks, teach some
subjects and then come back. So retaining those volun-
teers was difficult. The founder (of the NGO) came to
me asking for teachers who can go there and spend some
time. ...We started the pilot with him using skype where
our elderly teachers taught the children. ...We then went
on to build our platform. (Founder Director 2, GenLink)

Our analysis also revealed that there was a deeper reason for
the complementarity between the two communities than just
the knowledge source-sink connection. The elderly teachers
acknowledged that they were in the phase of renunciation.
However, the elderly teachers contested the popular percep-
tion that people in this phase should detach from all aspects of
socio-material life. Specifically, the elderly stressed that de-
tachment to themmeant relinquishment from the endless want
for materiality in life, but at the same time meant contribution
to societal benefits. In this regard, the teachers mentioned how
their services (as volunteers or for a very basic honorarium) to
the underprivileged children resonated well with this
philosophy:

I derive my philosophy on [renunciation] from the
teachings of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa.19 If you touch
the scales of a fish, it will simply not be wet. Its scales,
much like the lotus, don't attach itself to water.
[Renunciation] to me is like that. You still swim in the
water without attaching yourself to it. Many people
think [renunciation] is simply about jumping out of the

18 A tuition centre is typically a private institution that serves to supplement
the education received in school. Tuition centres usually help students to tackle
exams and advocate rote learning.

19 Ramakrishna Paramahamsa was an Indian saint who lived in nineteenth
century Bengal.
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water. To me, it’s about staying in the water, contribut-
ing to the ecosystem and yet detaching from its material
aspects.…I don't charge a single penny for my services
to the rural children. Yet, it is the one thing that makes
me happy. (Elderly Teacher1, GenLink)

The children, on the other hand, got to learn from the elderly
teachers who imparted not only academic knowledge but also
stories, poems among other things. Our data corroborated
from different sources revealed how the children preferred
the elderly teachers over the local tuition teachers who were
uninterested in teaching or underqualified:

The elderly teachers are in great demand here because
they are affectionate and teach in such a nice way. The
children love them. …They (elderly teachers) try to
teach through storytelling and the students like it a lot.
(Internet School Owner1, GenLink)

However, GenLink’s aspiration to use ICTs to fill both the insti-
tutional voids did not occur without challenges. Specifically, the
founders faced the challenge of lack of acceptability of online
education in rural India and the challenge of productive engage-
ment of the elderly through technology. We discuss how
GenLink addressed the two institutional challenges by embed-
ding their work within the larger institutional structures and ele-
ments present in both the marginalized communities.

4.2 Addressing the Institutional Challenges
through Institutional Work

4.2.1 Adressing Rural Parents’ Lack of Acceptability of Online
Education

To address the problem of acceptability of online education,
GenLink did three types of institutional work −1) legitimizing
the new mode of education 2) Educating to enhance aware-
ness and 3) Enriching the learning experience (see Table 1).
We discuss each of these efforts in detail below.

Legitimizing the New Mode of Education Online education
was a new phenomenon for the parents of the rural children,
who preferred the physical presence of a teacher even if he/she
is underqualified. Further, the tuition teachers, being the only
learned individuals in the villages, were venerated for their
knowledge and were hence influential:

In rural areas, the tuition teacher usually assembles chil-
dren from different grades and makes them do home-
work, read on their own and so on. Parents prefer them
even if they are underqualified…because it’s a physical
teacher. …In our case, they find it (online education)

Table 1 Data Structure on the Institutional Work to address the
challenge of lack of acceptability of online education in rural India

First Order Codes Second Order
Themes

Aggregate
dimensions

Teaming up with local NGOs,
govt. schools, self-help
groups, local clubs

Wherever possible, preferred
local tuition teachers,
educated people and
students as partners

Collaborating with
local arrangements

Legitimizing the
new mode of
education

Deployment of Para-teacher
Periodic visit of online

teachers to the internet
school in person to give
feeling of traditional
classroom

Devices to help teachers hear
students and vice versa,
projection of teacher’s
screen in the internet school

Creating a blended
learning
environment

Use local influencers like
panchayat head, educated
people, and respected
elders

Local influencers talk about
online education as a matter
of status symbol for the
village

Engaging through
local influencers

Awareness creation through
advertisement in panchayat
offices and other places of
gathering

Awareness creation through
advertisement via mobile
speakers in villages

Promoting in locally
relevant methods

Educating to
enhance
awareness

Parent involvement in the
classes through in class
visits, parent teaching
meeting

Screening of educational
movies and arranging
educational trips to engage
parents and students

Free demo sessions to attract
students

Enhancing
engagement with
key stakeholders

Multi-media content to make
learning interesting

Inclusion of poems,
storytelling by the elderly
teachers

Making the learning
process more
engaging

Enriching the
learning
experience

Personal counselling for
students on a periodic basis

Personal post class sessions
for doubt clarification

Providing personal
attention

Enactment of robust online
evaluation system

Analytics system to track
progress of each child

Standardizing
templates for
monitoring and
progress

642 Inf Syst Front (2020) 22:633–653



difficult to understand because they can’t feel the phys-
ical presence of the teacher. (Manager2, GenLink)

In this context, GenLink adopted different strategies like col-
laborating with local arrangements, creating a blended learn-
ing environment and engaging through local influencers in
order to gain legitimacy for their new mode of education.
Collaborating with local arrangements involved teaming up
with local NGOs, clubs, Self-Help-Groups (SHGs), educated
youngsters, among others in order to gain the trust of the
people. Such local arrangements also provided the infrastruc-
ture required to set-up the internet schools. Moreover,
GenLink also attempted to give priority to the existing tuition
teachers (as owners of the internet schools) wherever possible,
in order to gain credibility and reduce counter-mobilization
from these tuition teachers:

We tie up with NGOs and educated youngsters to set up
the internet schools. …They own the internet schools
and manage everything, with some support from us.
…If they (tuition teachers) cooperate, we prefer to tie
up with the existing tuition teachers because they know
the ground situation better. ..Training them is also very
easy. One thing we have now started doing is promoting
women SHGs as owners of the internet schools, since
women understand the value of education more and
hence can mobilize the students better (Founder
Director 1, GenLink)

Creating a blended learning environment concerned the enact-
ment of elements/features within the internet school that closely
resembled those in the traditional schools. First, GenLink en-
sured that every internet school had a para-teacher20 who was
physically present to monitor the students, clarify doubts, con-
duct evaluations, and take attendance, among other things.
Second, features like microphone, blackboard and speakers
were set up in the internet school, while the elderly teachers
were allowed to share their screens, write out on the shared
screen and project pictures and videos. Third, the elderly
teachers also periodically visited the internet schools over the
weekends and physically took the classes. The focal objective
of these activities was to provide familiarity to both the parents
and students, given that online education was new to them:

They (para-teacher) monitor the students while the clas-
ses are going on. ...They have to coordinate because
students maybe shouting, maybe moving off, or can't
understand what is going on, or can't listen and so on.
…We also use speakers and microphones to help the

students hear the teachers and vice versa.…The teacher
sometimes goes there (rural internet school) for one
week and teaches different batches in the morning, af-
ternoon, evening, and even night, continuously. …
These things are helping us gain the trust of the people
in the community (Manager2, GenLink)

Engaging through local influencers related to the convincing
of the Panchayat head, educated people and other respected
elders and the use of them to mobilize students for the internet
school in the villages. GenLink acknowledged that they would
be seen as outsiders in the marginalized communities in which
they sought to intervene. Hence, GenLink recognized the im-
portance of connecting with the people through these
influencers in order to gain their trust. The influencers in turn
talked to the people in the village about the benefits for the
children, the prestige that online education would bring to
their village, among other things:

We talk to the Panchayat (village council) leaders and
other respected people and they convince the parents
because they know the community, they know the lan-
guage out there, they know the mentality of that people
or how to convince them, they know how to get some-
thing done. …These people also talk about how this
‘online thing’ (internet school) will bring recognition
to their village. (Manager2, GenLink)

Educating to Enhance Awareness Addressing the lack of
awareness and acceptability of online education also required
educating the parents about the nature of education GenLink
had to offer and about the possible benefits it could bring to its
children. In this regard, GenLink did two kinds of institutional
work: 1) promoting in locally relevant methods and 2) enhanc-
ing engagement with key stakeholders. Promoting in locally
relevant methods involved creating awareness about
GenLink’ education model, the kind of teachers who teach on
its platform, the nature of its content and the importance of
quality education in general. GenLink’s field coordinators put
posters and hoardings in strategic locations like the Panchayat
office, and other places of gathering. Further, the GenLink also
adopted the use of mobile mic sets for promotion:

The internet school owner takes the permission of the
Panchayat leader and puts up hoardings in the
Panchayat office and other places where adda21 hap-
pens. Posters and pamphlets are also distributed to
schools and in the mela.22 We also advertise in local

20 Para teacher refers to a teacher who is physically present in the internet
school in the villages to augment the virtual teacher who teaches from the city.
The para teachers help in the smooth conduct of the classes.

21 Refers to a place where people gather for conversations.
22 It is fair/market place that exists for a specific period of time.
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newspapers.…Besides all this, we deploy roaming mic
sets that make announcements about our events.
(Founder Director 1, GenLink)

Enhancing engagement with key stakeholders involved build-
ing rapport with the parents and the extended community.
GenLink engaged with parents and their children by organiz-
ing periodic education cum fun trips to nearby destinations.
Further, the GenLink’s field coordinators with the help of the
internet school owners also used the internet school infrastruc-
ture to screen educational movies where both parents and their
wards were invited. Besides this, GenLink also arranged for
periodic parent-teacher meeting sessions wherein they
discussed the progress of each child. Parents were also invited
to observe the classes that were taken for their children in situ.
Finally, free demo sessions were organized for prospective
parents and their wards, wherein they were invited to attend
the classes and clarify any doubts they may have about online
education and its efficacy:

Whenever, I go, I make it a point to meet each and every
parent and talk to them.…We allow parents to sit with the
children during movies and also allow them to view the
classes as long as they don’t talk.…We also organize short
picnics and eating fests where the parents can join.… No
matter how interested the students are, it’s the parents who
will ultimately make the decisions and do the payment.…
So it’s important to engage them. (Manager2, GenLink)

Enriching the Learning Experience The founders recognized
that one way to gain traction among the rural population
would be to highlight the unique elements that GenLink
would provide and use those elements, to visibly demonstrate
the quality of education that they sought to provide. In this
regard, the founders did three types of work: 1) making the
learning process more engaging, 2) providing personal atten-
tion and 3) standardizing templates for monitoring and prog-
ress.Making the learning process more engaging for the chil-
dren involved the use of multimedia content like videos, pic-
tures and animations to attract the attention of the students
inside the classroom. Since, these elements were rare in the
rural educational system in India; it helped retain the attention
of the students during sessions. Besides this the elderly
teachers also recited poems, told stories, among other things
in order to make the learning experience more holistic:

The content shown by the teachers create interest for the
students and their parents. The videos, pictures and oth-
er things help keep the students attentive. Whenever the
para-teacher feels that the students are getting distracted,
she requests the teacher to play some video or tell some

story to bring them back to the class. (Internet school
Owner 1, GenLink)

Providing personal attention concerned the individual care
provided to each student within the internet school. The foun-
ders created provisions in which students could clear their
doubts on an individual basis after the end of each session.
Further, dedicated slots were reserved for counselling wherein
students booked appointments with the teachers and received
guidance on problems relating to their academic and personal
life:

I have seen many students stay back after the class to
clear their doubts. The elderly teachers are cooperative
that way. …We also keep slots reserved on Sunday for
counselling (Manager2, GenLink)

Standardizing templates for monitoring and progress related
to the enactment of a robust system to monitor and track the
progress of every child. Given that the teachers and students
were spatially separated, the founders created a centralized
app that archived all the documents related to testing and
evaluation. Elderly teachers provided their question papers
in digital form, while answer scripts of children were sent to
the elderly for evaluation again in digital form (using photo-
graphs). Moreover, all evaluations of students including atten-
dance, classroom participation and marks secured in exams
were fed into GenLink’s analytics engine that helped generate
insights about the progress of the child:

We use two applications, one is the coordinator app and
one is the teacher app. The teachers and the coordinators
enter all the data like attendance, exam marks and ob-
servations in this app. …In the back end, we use this
data to do some analytics and get insights about the
children. (Founder Director 2, GenLink)

4.2.2 Addressing the Challenge of Productive Engagement
of Elderly through Technology

To address the problem of elderly’s lack of familiarity with
technology, GenLink performed two kinds of institutional
work: 1) educating to (re)define norms about technology and
2) digital on-boarding (see Table 2). We discuss each of these
efforts in detail below.

Educating to (Re)Define Norms about TechnologyMost of the
senior citizens who worked with GenLink completed their
work life with little or no exposure to ICTs in general and
computers in particular. As a result, they had a general lack
of awareness about technology and some even feared it.
GenLink thus undertook two kinds of institutional work: 1)
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creating awareness about the benefits of technology and 2)
breaking the preconceived notions about technology.
Creating awareness about the benefits of technology involved
letting the elderly know how technology can help share their
knowledge to the broader society, especially the marginalized
sections. Further, the founders also talked about other benefits
like getting to work out of their own homes, at their own times
and schedules:

Although the elderly had some idea about computers,
they had never used it in their life. Our team of interns
showed videos on how technology can help them share
their knowledge just by working out of home. (Founder
Director 2, GenLink)

Breaking the preconceived notions about technology involved
the addressing of different kinds of fear about technology
through personal training and handholding sessions.
Further, the elderly teachers’ hesitancy and mental block-
age regarding the use of technology were addressed by
showing the success stories of others who managed to
learn and use technology for their benefits and for the
benefits of others:

Whenwe began, some of the elderly were very scared of
the computer.… They thought that theywould break the
keyboard or damage the screen. …Some even felt that
the internet would swindle away all their money. …we
hired interns who used to sit with them and motivate
them to learn computers through videos. (Founder
Director 2, GenLink)

Digital on-Boarding Given that the elderly lacked exposure to
the use of technology, the founders did two kinds of institu-
tional work to enable their onboarding to the digital world: 1)
initiating digital literacy and 2) enhancing ease of technology
use. Initiating digital literacy involved a series of group and
personal training sessions on different aspects of computer
and digital literacy. The elderly were also provided with per-
sonal mentors/coaches who assisted them in using different
kinds of digital aids during the online teaching sessions like
audio aids, writing and projecting the screen, use of videos
and animations, among other things:

So we had some students who were doing their gradua-
tion and were interested in training these elderly. We
hired them as interns with [GenLink].…These students
started training the elderly. ..It took almost two to three
months to train each elderly teacher. (Founder Director
3, GenLink)

Enhancing ease of technology use related to the measures
undertaken to simplify technology use for the elderly. The
elderly teachers found it difficult to use the initial portal set
up by GenLink through a third party, due to the presence of
multiple needless features, difficulties in locating important
features, among other things. The founders then internalized
technology development and maintenance by recruiting a
third co-founder who did the requirement analysis and portal
development from scratch. The modified portal had simple
and only the most necessary features for delivering online
education. Besides this, GenLink also prepared and distribut-
ed detailed user manuals to help the elderly in using the portal:

The initial portal was a very heavy software that did not
work in the remote rural areas. The user-friendliness of the
software was also not that great. …Also, when they concep-
tualized, they wanted very complex features in the platform.
Most of it never got used.…So when I designed the platform,
I understood the user requirements and made only that.…We
had proper manuals of about 30–40 pages to standardize the
training provided by the interns to the elderly teachers. The
manual elaborated everything from how to switch on a com-
puter to how to operate a mouse and our portal.…We also had
a handout that served as a quick guide for the elderly teachers.
(Founder Director 3, GenLink).

Table 2 Data Structure on Institutional Work to address the challenge
of elderly’s productive engagement through technology

First Order Codes Second Order
Themes

Aggregate
dimension

Sensitizing on how
technology can help share
their knowledge to the
larger mass

Explaining how technology
would provide flexibility
in workplace, working
hours and work schedules

Creating awareness
about the benefits
of technology

Educating to
(re)define
norms about
technology

Addressing fear of
technology through
handholding

Addressing mental blockage
regarding technology use
by showing role models
through videos

Breaking the
preconceived
notions about
technology

Periodic group training
sessions for the elderly
teachers

Offline and online personal
coaching to use audio
aids, projecting screen
while teaching online

Initiating digital
literacy

Digital
On-boarding

Enhancing the
user-friendliness of the
GenLink interface

Providing detailed manuals
and videos to simplify
usage of the portal

Enhancing ease of
technology use

645Inf Syst Front (2020) 22:633–653



4.3 Towards Creating an Impact on the Two
Marginalized Sections

4.3.1 Emerging Impacts on the Elderly

The prolonged engagement of the elderly teachers (more than
two years) with the underprivileged children facilitated them
to overcome some of the problems they had faced post-retire-
ment. First, their engagement with teaching services for a
significant period of time each day,23 helped them address
their boredom due to lack of productive work. Second, their
association with the underprivileged children helped them
beat their feelings of social isolation. Third, the thought that
they were contributing to the growth of future generations,
helped them feel valued and improved their sense of self-
worth. Fourth, because they earned a decent income24 through
their association with GenLink, it augmented their existing
income sources and hence improved their financial security.
As an illustration, we quote two elderly teachers here:

After both by daughters were married and left home,
there was a certain sense of vacuum. …However, with
[GenLink] I literally don’t have the time to think about
my loneliness. I am busy till even 10 pm in the night.
Some of the students are like my own grandchildren.…
One kid called me up while I was in the hospital and
invited me to a festival in her home. It brought a tear to
my eye (Elderly Teacher1, GenLink)

I’ve alwayswanted to teach children. [GenLink] is a god
given opportunity to solve the little children’s problems
in rural areas. …Never thought that the last part of my
life would be full of happiness and it’s only because of
them (the children). (Elderly Teacher2, GenLink)

4.3.2 Emerging Impacts on the Underprivileged Children

GenLink’work helped the underprivileged children overcome
some of the challenges associated with the rural education
system. First, the children got to avoid the underqualified local
tuition teachers and got to learn from affectionate and passion-
ate elderly teachers. Besides, learning from an urban teacher
also meant a chance to leverage the urban exposure of the
teacher and enhance the general knowledge of the students.25

Second, the use of multi-media content helped increase the
children’s’ interest in the content taught. Third, field trips

and educational movies made the learning experience more
holistic for the children. Fourth, the robust evaluation and
monitoring helped the parents obtain a realistic and accurate
measure of the progress of their children:

The children really like videos, pictures and movies.
Since they are small, they need it (multi-media
content) to be attentive.…The school teachers here sim-
ply give the students 80 90 (marks) like that.
...[GenLink’] evaluation gives a more correct picture.
…Also, the spoken English abilities of the children have
improved a lot.…They [elderly teachers] teach like they
are their friends. (Internet School Owner2, GenLink)

When my children grew up, they listened to bedtime
stories from my parents. I firmly believe that it helped
build their character. I fear that my grandchildren might
miss this.…[GenLink] provides me with the opportuni-
ty to impart my knowledge to the future generations.
...We give a lot of emphasis to the numbers children
get in various subjects. I think it’s also important to teach
them these stories, poems and the morals behind it.
(Elderly Teacher2, GenLink)

5 Discussion

Markets within developing nations are often characterized by
weak institutional environments or environments where the in-
stitutions are in conflict with each other (Mair et al. 2012). Such
conditions give rise to institutional voids that have to be ad-
dressed in order to facilitate developmental goals (Mair et al.
2012; Mair and Marti 2009). Extant research has shown how
social enterprises and other developmental agencies navigate
through the resource constraints present in such contexts to fill
a unitary institutional void. In this context, our study unearths
the concept of ‘complementary voids’ by inquiring into a social
enterprise that addresses two voids simultaneously. We define
complementary voids as the existence of multiple institutional
voids that when tackled simultaneously through innovative in-
stitutional works could facilitate the development of synergies
and result in the filling of both the voids in the process.

Our conceptualization of complementary voids is grounded in
our data that demonstrated how the rural education void and
productive ageing void could both be solved by bringing the
associated communities together. Specifically, we show how
the senior citizens were able to overcome feelings of social iso-
lation and lack of productive opportunities post-retirement
through their association with the rural children; while the rural
children, in turn, were able to receive an enjoyable and quality
educational experience through their association with the elderly
teachers. We also show how the elderly’s philosophy of

23 The elderly teachers taught between 4 and 6 h a day.
24 The income came from charging urban students at standard market rates and
the rural children at highly subsidized rates.
25 For instance, teachers who travelled abroad or to other places within the
country, showed snow, monuments and new animals to the children during the
class.
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renunciation and want to contribute to the society helped them
develop deeper synergies with the rural children who required
education at affordable prices. In this context, we contribute to
social entrepreneurship literature and practice (Bhatt et al. 2019)
by postulating how complementary voids could be one approach
throughwhich entrepreneurs could effectively and parsimonious-
ly address multiple institutional voids. Specifically, we suggest
how entrepreneurs situated in resource-constrained environments
could leverage complimentary voids to innovatively combine
scare resources to help sustain themselves and increase the range
of their impact (Domenico et al. 2010; Hota et al. 2019).

Building on our study, we identify the conditions under
which complementary voids emerge. Complementary voids
require at least two independent but potentially compatible
institutional voids. As evidenced through the case of
GenLink, the compatibility lies in the potential of the two
communities facing the institutional voids to benefit from
each other and develop a symbiotic relationship when con-
nected. Such voids may not be easily observed as complemen-
tary voids, but may be unravelled by social entrepreneurs who
are able to spot the synergies between two seemingly unrelat-
ed but compatible institutional voids.

Further, we also demonstrate how the use of ICTs to fill the
two complementary voids in our context was met with differ-
ent challenges in the context of marginalized communities.
Specifically, we highlight how the institutional elements and
the associated institutional challenges within the context of
intervention required efforts much beyond the simple appro-
priation of technology (Avgerou 2010; Lin et al. 2015; Rhodes
2009) to fill the voids and required institutional work. In this
regard, we show how GenLink addressed the institutional
challenge of lack of acceptability of online education in the
rural context through three types of institutional work. First,
legitimizing the new mode of education involved efforts such
as engaging local resource people and extending elements
present in traditional schools in order to gain the acceptability
of the people. Second, educating to enhance awareness con-
cerned the sensitization of the people on the benefits of edu-
cation in general and the importance of providing good quality
education to the children. Third, enriching the learning
experience involved efforts to visibly demonstrate the benefits
of learning from urban teachers through online education.

We also posit how the elderly’s lack of acquaintance with
technology further required institutional work by GenLink.
First, educating to (re)define norms about technology concerned
the need to create awareness about the benefits of technology
while simultaneously undermining the negative beliefs associat-
ed with it. Second, digital on-boarding of the elderly related to
providing digital literacy training and easing their process of
technology use. In this context, we contribute to the IS literature
on institutional work (Guillemette et al. 2017; Troshani et al.
2018) by surfacing new theoretical dimensions of institutional
work based on our research with the marginalized communities.

Specifically, we highlight how the aggregate dimensions and
associated second order themes identified in our paper, point to
the incremental and gradual nature of ICT centred institutional
work in such communities (Marti and Mair 2009).

Moreover, by adopting an institutional work perspective to
study an ICT for a development project, we bring to fore a useful
but unexplored theoretical lens to understand the challenges as-
sociated with implementation of such projects. Specifically, we
highlight how an institutional work perspective can help re-
searchers unearth the complex interactions between the techno-
logical innovations and the institutional context in which they are
deployed (cf Riaz and Qureshi 2017), and thereby help us better
understand the actions that intermediaries (the project implemen-
ter) should take to ensure successes and avoid failures associated
with ICT based development projects. For practice, we suggest
that such ‘softer’ forms of institutional work that involve gradual
changes as opposed to aggressive jolts, can help social entrepre-
neurs gain greater acceptance for their technological projects
from such marginalized communities.

Finally, based on our study, we also bring forth two important
observations regarding ICT usage in resource constrained con-
texts. First, while we bring forth the importance of ICT to address
complementary voids in the case of GenLink, we emphasize that
ICTs may not be the solution to all forms of complementary
voids (i.e. when complementary voids exist, ICT is not the only
solution, nor is it a prerequisite). For instance, it is possible that a
resourceful NGO may be able to address complementary voids
without ICT in similar contexts. In GenLink’s case however, the
physical distance between the marginalized communities26 and
the organization’s resource constraints,27 made use of ICT nec-
essary. In fact, the entire initiative by the organization startedwith
an NGO from a rural region approaching the founders asking
them to provide a solution to the problem of volunteers not being
able to stay for sustained period in the villages and hence students
losing out on continuity.28

Second, we also note that ICT as an artefact resolving the
complementary voids does not exist in a social vacuum
(Avgerou 2003, 2010), and exists only in the presence of several
supporting social processes (as illustrated in the findings of this
paper).29 For instance, in the case of GenLink, the organization
created a blended learning environment,30 wherein additional
para teachers were recruited to support the online teachers.
Evidently, supporting social processes are also required in addi-
tion to ICT to bridge the complementary voids issue.

26 Distance between urban elderly and rural children, coupled with the
elderly’s restricted mobility due to old age made usage of ICT necessary.
27 Since GenLink was a start-up, it did not have the resources similar to other
large scale NGOs to create a physical environment where different stake-
holders can come and interact on a sustained basis.
28 Refer to the quote and text in page 25 (findings section).
29 The second order themes 1–5 from Table 1 delineate the supporting pro-
cesses surrounding ICT that were needed for the system to sustain.
30 Refer to Table 1 (second order, theme 2).

647Inf Syst Front (2020) 22:633–653



6 Limitations, Future Research Directions
and Conclusion

This study reports the activities of a social enterprise that lever-
aged ICTs to bridge the two voids associated with the two
marginalized communities in the Indian context. We do not
intend to posit that the complementary voids approach is the
only way in which social enterprises can address two institu-
tional voids simultaneously. Further, we do not suggest that
ICTs are a perquisite to address complementary voids. Our
intention is to demonstrate how social enterprises working in
resource-constrained environments could go beyond consider-
ing multiple voids as having to deal with multiple hurdles and
identify complementarities in these voids to increase their im-
pact. Further, we also intend to posit how such complementar-
ities between the voids could improve the effectiveness and
efficiencies of the interventions made by social enterprises.

In this context, the choice of research setting and the con-
ditions associated with it could restrict the transferability of the
findings. However, our analytical approach of unearthing the
complementarities between voids in a developing country con-
text could provide a useful lens for practitioners and scholars
working on different developmental projects. For instance, the
Grow Movement31 provides an interesting opportunity to
ground and extend the concept of complementary voids.
Grow movement is a case where in managers (working as
consultants) from the US who were looking for opportunities

for meaningful work (meaningful work void) were connected
to micro-entrepreneurs in Uganda who lacked the education
required to develop managerial skills to scale up their small
businesses (marketplace education void) using an ICT plat-
form. In this case, the managers used their spare time to deliver
a series of free consulting sessions to the micro-entrepreneurs,
resulting in the managers feeling valued for their contribution
to the society and the micro-entrepreneurs achieving tangible
results relating to their business growth (Anderson et al.
working paper). We believe that the case of GenLink and
Grow Movement would provide pointers to scholars on how
the conceptualization of complementary voids could be used as
a framework in future research and in turn, enrich the concep-
tualization using data from their contexts. We also believe that
complementary voids approach could be an important mana-
gerial strategy for social enterprises working with multiple
marginalized communities simultaneously.

While the GenLink and Grow Movement predominantly
cover resource constrained environments, we believe that such
environments warrant increased attention given the literature
states that about 2.7 billion people (conservative estimate) reside
in such environments (Dalglish and Tonelli 2016; Kistruck et al.
2013). Despite the nativeness/localness of the conditions pre-
sented in our case, we suggest that studies on ICT centred insti-
tutional work to address institutional voids in such extreme con-
texts provides an opportunity to unearth new and interesting
insights that are hitherto unexplored in the IS literature. Too
many studies on institutional work in general (Mair et al.
2012) and in the IS literature in particular, have focussed on31 https://growmovement.org/

Table 3 Summary of the Data Collected

Source Description Quantity

Participant observations at the
GenLink Headquarters

One of the researchers was stationed at GenLink’s headquarters in India and
conducted participant observations intermittently
between June 2016–December 2018

45 full days equivalent
(spread over 31 months)

Field visits to Project Locations GenLink arranged for the field visits of one of the researchers to its project sites
within two districts in West Bengal

2 trips – 7 days

Semi-structured interviews

Founder-Director 1
Founder-Director 2
Founder-Director 3
Project Managers
Project members
Elderly Teachers
Senior Citizens
Internet School Owners
Students
Parent

Marketing and Business Development
Operations
Technology
Managers
Members
Teachers who taught the students
Retired people who are not associated with GenLink
People who owned the internet schools on the ground
Students who received education from the elderly
Parent of a rural child

3 interviews
2 interviews
2 interviews
4 interviews
1 interview
4 interviews
2 interviews
2 interviews
2 discussions
1 interview

Minutes of meetings
Annual report
Field reports
Backend data
Pamphlets, brochures and other

handouts
Archived videos, pictures and other

miscellaneous documents

Different meetings that occurred between founder directors
Annual report published by GenLink
Capturing qualitative data on impact analysis
Capturing quantitate data on impact analysis based on surveys
GenLink’s documents describing its activities
Different videos captured by GenLink demonstrating its classes

5
1
30
1 excel sheet; 1 report
10 pages
20 videos and documents
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large organizations in developed country contexts, thus
neglecting the richness and complexity associated with the in-
stitutional environments in developing country contexts. Hence,
our study is unique in the sense that we explore institutional
work by a small social enterprise working in resource constraint
context to help marginalized communities in a developing

country. Hence, we suggest to our information systems research
community working on grand societal challenges (Majchrzak
et al. 2016) to leverage institutional work lens (Lawrence et al.
2009) to explore resource constraint contexts which are rarely
considered but widely prevalent in the world to provide useful
and important theoretical (and practical) contributions.

Appendix

Table 4 Table showing a representative quote/field note excerpt/ archival data excerpt for each first order code in Table 1

Representative quote/field note excerpt/archival data excerpt Source Corresponding First Order Codes from Table 1

[GenLink] collaborates with various similarly aligned social organizations that
also work towards development of rural or semi-rural communities through
education.…Four NGOs, one social enterprise, one CSC owner and two
private school headmasters are the enablers who have initiated the sessions
in the study centres which we call [GenLink internet school].

GenLink Annual
Activity
Report

(2017–2018)

Teaming up with local NGOs, govt. schools,
self-help groups, local clubs

Mobilizing students for the [internet schools] is not an easy task …We
collaborate with educated people in rural areas because people listen to them
…Also we can leverage their social networks to mobilize students.

(Manager 2,
GenLink)

Wherever possible, preferred local tuition teachers,
educated people and students as partners

The main reason behind choosing the [para teacher] was the need to [help]
these children owing to their fragile age and social conditions.… The offline
coordinators (para teachers) monitor the students in order to make the
[children] focus and concentrate.

GenLink Annual
Activity
Report

(2017–2018)

Deployment of Para-teacher

We have had many instances where the teachers physically visit the internet
schools over the weekends to give that physical feel to the children and their
parents.

Founder Director
1, GenLink

Periodic visit of online teachers to the internet
school in person to give feeling of traditional
classroom

Although our average class size is 15, sometimes it is a bit more. …Our
[internet schools] have infrastructure like speakers and microphones to help
the teachers and students communicate smoothly.

In our [GenLink] platform, the teachers can draw figures, write something and
share their screen

Founder Director
2, GenLink

Founder Director
3, GenLink

Devices to help teachers hear students and vice
versa, projection of teacher’s screen in the
internet school

The issue of acceptability is addressed by creating an influencer group in and
around the [internet schools]. This influencer group is part of the rural
community who have the capacity to influence the immediate community,
parents and students who would eventually participate in [online education].

Founder Director
1, GenLink

Use local influencers like panchayat head, educated
people, and respected elders

I have heard respected elders talk about [online education] as a matter of
prestige in our village. …In my village, [the internet school] serves as a
landmark for many people.

Internet school
owner 2,
GenLink

Local influencers talk about online education as a
matter of status symbol for the village

We can’t put the banner in each and every place without taking the permission.
…We take the permission of the Panchayat leader and then put up these
banners in important places

Internet school
owner 2,
GenLink

Awareness creation through advertisement in
panchayat offices and other places of gathering

Local branding and consistent visibility in the villages can create some interest
amongst rural people…So we used mike sets on vans to talk about
[GenLink] across different villages

Founder Director
1, GenLink

Awareness creation through advertisement via
mobile speakers in villages

Whenever [GenLink] manager comes, we call the parents to the school and
have meetings with them to discuss the progress of the child

Internet school
owner 2,
GenLink

Parent involvement in the classes through in class
visits, parent teaching meeting

Some parents prefer to wait in the class till the class is over.…We allow them.
…They also sit with the children during movies

Internet school
owner 2,
GenLink

Screening of educational movies and arranging
educational trips to engage parents and students

But we found that just promotion is not effective in convincing people to join.
We found that setting up a class and showing demo sessions is more
effective

Founder Director
2, GenLink

Free demo sessions to attract students

Competency based curriculum was provided to the teacher along with relevant
videos which were shared with the students.…Teaching and Learning
Materials (TLMs) like – pictures, videos and audios, were provided to
students.

GenLink Annual
Activity
Report

(2017–2018))

Multi-media content to make learning interesting

Founder Director
2, GenLink

Inclusion of poems, storytelling by the elderly
teachers
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Table 4 (continued)

Representative quote/field note excerpt/archival data excerpt Source Corresponding First Order Codes from Table 1

Since the elderly have a life time of experiences, we had separate sessions to
make them tell stories and other things.…story of Ramanyan,Mahabharata,
different cultural stuff, fairy tales, etc.

We give two types of counselling …career counselling and psychological
counselling. In career counselling we give exposure on where and what to
study depending on needs and preferences.…In psychological counselling
our mentors help students facing different problems

Founder Director
1, GenLink

Personal counselling for students on a periodic basis

Some students may not be able to cope up with some subjects or may need
revision classes before exams. Our teachers provide doubt clearing sessions
throughout the week

Founder Director
1, GenLink

Personal post class sessions for doubt clarification

Over the period of six months about three assessments were conducted (both
oral and written), which showed that the children not only learned well, but
also enjoyed what was taught

GenLink Annual
Activity
Report

(2017–2018)

Enactment of robust online evaluation system

We collect data through the teacher app, internet school owner app and the
portal …Using the teacher app, we track the class performance and exam
scores of each child…In the coordinator appwe track the student attendance
and teacher performance. …We also use the data from the portal to check
login time and the smoothness of the classes.

Founder Director
3, GenLink

Analytics system to track progress of each child

Table 5 Table showing a representative quote/field note excerpt/ archival data excerpt for each first order code in Table 2

Representative quote/field note excerpt/ archival data excerpt Source Corresponding First Order Codes from Table 2

The basic idea is to demonstrate the power of social media to the elderly. It
involves explaining the critical role that elderly can play to create an
inclusive world wherein they connect with the young minds from
underprivileged communities through social media. In doing so, they
can enhance the quality of education and the well-being of students in
remote rural areas.

Authors’ note based
on archival
documents

Sensitizing on how technology can help share their
knowledge to the larger mass

Many elderly people go to places to visit their children or need health
breaks. …So they understand that with our platform they can withdraw
from working and come back again

Founder Director 2,
GenLink

Explaining how technology would provide
flexibility in workplace, working hours and work
schedules

I think because they see different things in the news and because they have
never used computers, some elderly were scared.…We sat with them for
many days to help them.

Founder Director 1,
GenLink

Addressing fear of technology through
handholding

There was one elderly whose name was professor [elderly teacher].…She
had [health ailment] and she was unable to move from her place and her
hands used to shiver all the time.…Training [elderly teacher] was tough
initially because of the mental blockage she had … later she absolutely
subscribed to this notion of engaging herself and making herself
productive

Founder Director 2,
GenLink

Addressing mental blockage regarding technology
use by showing role models through videos

The elderly were provided training and handholding on the effective use of
computers to perform tasks like imparting e-tutoring, e-learning,
video-chatting, e-mailing, social networking, among other things

Authors’ note based
on archival
documents

Periodic group training sessions for the elderly
teachers

I used to visit each of the elderly places along with the interns and then sit
with them and explain them and I used to show them videos

Founder Director 2,
GenLink

Offline and online personal coaching to use audio
aids, projecting screen while teaching online

At that point of time we didn’t have [the current] platform, we had [older
version] and [older version] was pretty difficult for anyone. ..It was
difficult even for us. [Elderly] used to struggle a lot to understand [older
version], [Current version] is much easier it is absolutely user friendly

Founder Director 2,
GenLink

Enhancing the user friendliness of the GenLink
interface

When we started off there was no such manual for the elderly. …We
created it from scratch to cater to their needs

Founder Director 3,
GenLink

Providing detailed manuals and videos to simplify
usage of the portal
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