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ABSTRACT 

Breaking the cycle of social exclusion that affects many people is one of today's biggest societal 

challenges. Empowering and investing in social enterprises can bring about socio-economic 

change and uplift marginalized societal groups. This ethnographically informed qualitative 

study of a waste management social enterprise in Kathmandu, Nepal, is motivated by the 

question “How do social enterprises build legitimacy for marginalized groups in societies while 

creating institutional change?” Inspired by the 3R model of environmental sustainability 

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, we demonstrate how a social enterprise has contributed to the creation 

of legitimacy for informal waste workers by employing the 3R strategies of Reconditioning the 

work situation of waste workers, Reframing waste workers as environmental heroes through 

the use of rhetoric strategies, and Representing through collective action by building 

partnerships and alliances. As a result, a changed narrative of waste workers from untouchables 

to environmental heroes has uplifted informal waste workers in their socio-cultural 

environment. Reconditioning and reframing pave the way for representation through collective 

action ultimately resulting in institutional change. Our study has important implications for 

theory and practice, guiding policy makers and development intermediaries to create inclusive 

regulations that narrow the inequality gap and achieve regional development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“They say “the waste picker has come”. So the waste we give to them like… people were 

throwing the waste towards them. I have seen that one and then currently, people give 

respectfully, like okay, take the waste that kind of behavior change I have seen.”  

- Transcribed from an interview with Doko Recyclers staff 

Bibi Maya is working as a waste collector in Kathmandu for 10 years. Coming from a low 

economic background, Bibi’s parents were not able to pay for her and her sibling’s education. 

Like many in the same situation, Bibi struggled to find employment and started collecting waste 

in the streets of Kathmandu. While collecting the recyclables from the streets, people who 

passed by used to call khate (a Nepali word for trash collector or rag picker). Even worse, people 

used to throw garbage, make disguised faces and close their noses while passing by. Bibi would 

hide her profession from friends and acquaintances and would not tell anyone in her daughter’s 

school that she works in the waste sector, out of fear that other kids would humiliate her 

daughter for it. At least Bibi feels that the situation has changed. People show respect and do 

not talk behind her back anymore. However, the low and unstable income that she gets from 

collecting waste on the street or from landfill sites as an informal worker is not enough to enable 

a good life for her daughter. To move out of the marginalized socioeconomic status, Bibi and 

her husband decided to leave Nepal to work abroad. Soon, they will go with the dream to 

provide a better life for their child - leaving their daughter behind to stay with their relatives 

without knowing when they will be able to return to see their daughter again. 

Unfortunately, this is not an isolated example and like Bibi, many informal waste collectors 

suffer from societal exclusion, low living standards, and a lack of legitimacy in society resulting 

from their work with waste (Parajuly et al., 2018). This ultimately leads them to become labor 

migrants, often working under even worse conditions in predominantly Middle Eastern 

countries. Conditions such as the deaths and humiliation that occurred to Nepali and other 



 

migrant workers and which were uncovered in light of the FIFA world cup 2022 in Qatar 

(Human Rights Watch, 2019). Social inequality is one of the most pressing grand challenges 

we face today (Mair et al., 2016). More than 60 percent of the world’s population works in the 

informal sector (ILO, 2018). This work imposes a high risk to physical and mental health due 

to handling hazardous waste materials and labor-intensive work conditions. These workers are 

traditionally at the bottom of the socioeconomic pyramid with no access to social security and 

protection (Karki et al., 2022).  

Recent studies have investigated how social enterprises, through their integrated mission of 

achieving social and economic benefit for societies, can play an instrumental role in addressing 

the societal exclusion of citizens in subsistence marketplaces (Raghubanshi et al., 2021). These 

marginalized groups are oftentimes not resourceful or powerful enough to bring about 

institutional change and legitimize their position in the socioeconomic sphere (Granados at al., 

2022). Extending research by Granados et al. (2022), who found that marginalized actors 

without normative and cognitive support from powerful actors are not able to escape 

marginalization, we investigate the potential of social enterprises to legitimize marginalized 

groups.  

Our research is motivated by the following question: How do social enterprises build legitimacy 

for marginalized groups in societies while creating institutional change? To explore this issue, 

an ethnographically informed case study of the social enterprise Doko Recyclers, a waste 

management social enterprise in Kathmandu, Nepal, has been conducted. Participants and direct 

observations, semi-structured interviews, and documentary data allows us to understand the 

unfolding process of legitimation of waste collectors, which is a marginalized societal group in 

our research setting. In Kathmandu Valley, an estimated number of 7.000 to 15.000 waste 

collectors work in the informal waste management sector. Since the 1980s international 



 

organizations (INGOs) have initiated waste management projects (Ito, 2019) but this did not 

lead to fundamental change of the situation of waste collector’s social status. 

We make two important contributions. First, we add to theory development on legitimacy by 

uncovering the process of legitimacy building of marginalized groups lead by social enterprises. 

This enables us to understand the influence of social entrepreneurial actions on institutional 

change. Thereby we shed light on the role of rhetoric and collective action as tools to achieve 

legitimacy and institutional change. Secondly, we show how social enterprises can contribute 

to solving the grand challenge of social inequality. This is of high practical relevance as social 

inequalities faced by marginalized groups are on the rise due to mass migration resulting from 

violent conflicts and the climate crisis (Harlan et al., 2015). Further, understanding the situation 

and possible solutions for marginalized workers in the waste sector in Nepal, can enable the 

formulation of policy implications that can improve the situation of similar workers globally, 

preserving them from becoming labor migrants in countries with low labor rights and little 

protection for migrant workers. Using rhetoric and collective actions to change the perception 

of waste workers from untouchables towards valued recycling managers is a positive example 

that shows the potential to uplift marginalized workers and reduce global inequality. 

The paper is organized as follows: First, we present the relevant theoretical background to study 

the aforementioned issue. We then introduce our study setting: The waste management issue in 

Kathmandu, Nepal, and the waste management social enterprise Doko Recyclers. This is 

followed by an overview of our research methodology. The subsequent section presents 

findings and then discusses them in light of existing literature on institutional theory, 

legitimacy, rhetoric, and collective action. We conclude by presenting contributions to theory 

and practice and by proposing future research perspectives.  

THEORTICAL CONTEXT 

Marginalized groups in subsistence marketplaces  



 

Billions of people globally are excluded from participating in and benefiting from value 

creation through business activities. These marginalized groups not only lack social capital and 

status but also basic needs such as sanitation, clean water, education, food, and access to 

medical facilities. Oftentimes, informal institutional norms such as gender, ethnicity, caste, or 

migrant-status are reasons for exclusion and marginalization (Raghubanshi et al., 2021). 

Especially in developing countries, easy access to the informal sector leads people to become 

involved in informal work, which is associated with low and unstable wages, missing social 

security, and in many cases social exclusion. Entrepreneurial opportunities can empower these 

groups and uplift their economic and social welfare. Entrepreneurship can be key to enhance 

market inclusion, although this potential is not reflected in all context, as a study of waste 

pickers in Colombia showed (Granados et al., 2022). In this case, powerful actors oppressed 

the efforts for market inclusion of informal waste workers. In the case of Nepal, informal waste 

workers face marginalization from a socioeconomic and legal perspective. This is grounded in 

taken-for-granted values, beliefs, and practices in the social context (Thornton and Ocasio, 

2008). To overcome this issue and reduce social inequality, we need to improve our 

understanding of how the social inclusion of marginalized actors can be achieved.  

Legitimacy, institutional change and the role of social enterprises 

Legitimacy, defined as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 

beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995: 574), is usually achieved by either aligning with 

institutional structures, practices, and behavior (Fisher et al., 2016) or through achieving 

institutional change to create new institutional conditions (Jones and Massa, 2013). Institutional 

change processes reshape values, beliefs, and practices and bind actors to new identities 

(Vaccaro and Palazzo, 2015). Institutions are the rules of the game that shape human interaction 

(North, 1990) and reinforce existing social orders. They determine access to political, social, 



 

and economic opportunities and wealthier members of a community usually dominate decision-

making (Mair et al., 2016). Human actions and their meanings are embedded as cultural 

knowledge and reinforced through processes of a social construction of reality as actors become 

habituated to those actions. These actions become legitimized and are thus institutionalized 

behaviors (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Institutional change results from change in the formal 

structure such as changes in the legislative order, or from changes in informal constrains such 

as norms, conventions, habits (North, 1990). Oliver (1992) identified three sources of pressure 

on institutional norms that form the basis on that institutional change flourishes. One are 

functional pressures, arsing from performance issues or problems in perceived utility. Second, 

are political pressures resulting from shifts in interests or power distribution of existing 

institutional arrangements. This may result from performance crisis or changes in the 

environment. The third ones are social pressures resulting from differentiation of groups, 

heterogeneous believes, and changes in laws or social expectations hindering the continuation 

of a practice (Dacin et al., 2002).  

In the institutional change literature, change is a process achieved by a heroic and resourceful 

actor, who is sufficiently skilled to promote and legitimize their vision (DiMaggio, 1988). This 

institutional change perspective integrates the concept of power and agency into institutional 

theory (Marti and Mair, 2009). Power mechanisms play an important role when it comes to 

institutional change. Although studies have proven that small actors as in the case of a small 

NGO in Palestine (Lawrence et al., 2002) can achieve institutional change through inter-

organizational collaboration, actors working in the informal sector have even lesser chances to 

raise their voices. Accordingly, marginalized agents with limited resources and little power are 

often not able to achieve institutional change and raise their voices for their own good or that 

of others (Granados et al., 2022). Other studies have shown the power of values to change 

highly resistant institutions as in the case of Addiopizzo and the Sicilian Mafia (Vaccaro and 

Palazzo, 2015) contributing to a post-heroic depiction of institutional change. Social 



 

entrepreneurs can be the agents that bring about social change (Alvord et al., 2004) and tackle 

societal grand challenges (George et al., 2016). When social entrepreneurs create new norms, 

values, patterns of behavior, or expectations, they become institutional entrepreneurs 

(DiMaggio, 1988; Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). Social enterprises aim to achieve social good 

while being financially viable. Poverty-related social needs provide opportunity spaces for 

social enterprises to discover novel solutions for the benefit of marginalized society member 

(Seelos et al., 2011). Formalized social enterprises have access to support structures and 

resources like business incubation, funds and investments, mentors, and technology. Although 

social enterprises face major challenges when it comes to legitimacy due to their hybrid mission 

(Granados and Rosli, 2020), social entrepreneurs usually possess a high status in the 

socioeconomic context, as many come from an educated and privileged background (Abebe et 

al., 2020). This can put them in a powerful position to advocate for their social cause and 

enforce power on organizations and institutions, ultimately providing benefit to marginalized 

communities. Nevertheless, little knowledge exists regarding the use of power of social 

enterprises (Koehne, Woodward, and Honig, 2022). Understanding the strategies that social 

enterprises can apply to legitimize marginalized groups can change the situation for millions of 

people globally. Communication mechanisms such as rhetoric strategies are one tool that can 

lead to fundamental change (Cornelissen et al., 2015; Drori and Honig, 2013; Sorsa and Vaara, 

2020; Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005).  

The role of rhetoric in institutional change 

There is a growing interest in using rhetoric analysis in the institutional and organizational field. 

Recent rhetorical theory refered to as “new rhetoric” aims at understanding how meaning occurs 

in the process of social change (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969/1971) and how actors 

use language as symbolic action (Harmon, Green, and Goodnight, 2015). Cornelissen et al. 

(2015) call for a shift toward including communicative dimensions into institutional theory. 



 

The role of language is powerful in changing perceptions, values, and ultimately creating new 

meanings that reshape institutional settings (Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings, 2002). 

Rhetoric as the art of persuasion has been used in a number of studies to understand processes 

of institutional change, providing useful theoretical connections between rhetoric, legitimacy, 

and institutional change (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005), as rhetoric strategies are a central 

part of the dynamic process of institutional reproduction and change (Cornelissen et al., 2015). 

The role that communication strategies play to shape processes of legitimation is not yet 

thoroughly understood (Harmon et al., 2015). Institutions are constituted and taken for granted 

through language. Through rhetorics, actors shape, justify, rationalize, and seek to change what 

is regarded as proper or appropriate within the given institutional context (Brown, Ainsworth, 

and Grant, 2012; Suchman, 1990).  

In the following, we take the example of the marginalized group of informal waste workers 

(IWWs) in the context of Nepal to explore how social enterprises achieved institutional change 

and IWWs legitimacy. 

RESEARCH CONTEXT: INFORMAL WASTE WORKERS IN KATHMANDU, 

NEPAL 

About half of the world’s poorest population lives in South Asia. While the socioeconomic 

development varies between the countries of this region, Nepal has one of the lowest GDP per 

capita (Navaneetham and Dharmalingam, 2012; World Bank, 2021). Ten years of civil war and 

institutional instability are a mayor reason for the large informal sector in Nepal, as it has 

heavily damaged infrastructure and lead to increased rural migration and lack of finance. About 

70% of the economically active population works in the informal sector (Menon and van der 

Meulen Rodgers, 2015; Thapa Karki and Xheneti, 2018). Although the informal sector can act 

as a vehicle of social mobility for the socially excluded and marginalized communities, it is 

also based on precarious work conditions (Thapa Karki and Xheneti, 2018). One major informal 



 

work sector in Nepal is the waste management sector. An estimate of 7.000 to 15.000 IWWs 

are operating in Kathmandu according to recent studies (Karki et al., 2022). Although the 

collection and recycling activities of these workers contribute significantly to society’s 

sanitation and environmental condition, waste workers are traditionally looked down upon and 

regarded as dirty. They often live apart from mainstream society and experience social stigma 

and lack of recognition for their work (Karki et al., 2022). Traditionally, in regions that retain 

the influence of Hinduism, lower social classes – so called caste – were responsible to perform 

waste management. The same has been the case in Nepal and although the caste system formally 

does not play a role anymore in Nepal, people who have earlier belonged to lower casts still 

struggle to escape low socioeconomic standards. 

Nevertheless, waste collectors contribute largely to the reduction of waste in landfills, dumping 

sites, and on the streets and play a crucial role in the circular economy of waste. Around 90% 

of waste pickers in the Kathmandu Valley are of Nepali origin, whereas 10% are Indian 

migrants. Many join the waste-picking sector due to poverty and illiteracy. Almost one third of 

the Nepalese waste pickers do not own citizenship cards, most were orphans, or runaways with 

less opportunities to obtain citizenship. Further, waste pickers were found to be representative 

of all ethnic groups and former castes. The majority belongs to the indigenous groups of the 

Janjati, followed by Madhesi, originating from the Terai flatland region, Brahmin, and Chhetri. 

The Dalits, also called untouchables who traditionally are associated with working in the waste 

sector, are among the smallest group of waste pickers, against common believes. Most waste 

pickers come from a low economic background and did not complete secondary education. 

Many are internal migrants, who moved from villages to Kathmandu in search for a better job 

and engage in waste picking until they find a better opportunity (Bajracharya et al., 2022). 

Local municipalities are less concerned with uplifting waste workers social status, but rather 

with ensuring regular waste collection. Some NGOs and INGOs work towards providing 



 

support for informal waste workers in the context of Nepal. For instance, Nepal Pollution 

Control and Environment Management Center (NEPCEMAC) provides benefits like job 

security, a Social Security Fund (SSF), and health benefits to associated waste workers. 

Organizations created by informal waste workers for informal waste workers such as Samyukta 

Safai Jagaran (SASAJA) have been established to uplift workers through capacity building and 

providing entrepreneurship opportunities (Bajracharya et al., 2022). 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

To answer our research question, we collected fine-grained qualitative process data to 

understand how a local social enterprise can uplift and legitimize marginalized societal groups 

thereby showing how the process of institutional change unfolds. To do so, we take the case of 

the IWWs in the Kathmandu Valley region of Nepal. Through the case study of the waste 

management social enterprise Doko Recyclers, we seek to create an understanding of how 

legitimacy is build through social enterprise activities, which creates important societal and 

environmental impact. Although we mainly focus on Doko Recyclers work towards IWWs 

legitimation, we took complementary interviews and material from other players in the waste 

management field in Kathmandu. Being in the field, gaining exposure to local realities (Geertz, 

1988) enabled us to analyze data and derive implications for theory and practice.  

The case: Doko Recyclers 

Doko Recyclers is the first formal waste management social enterprise in Nepal. It was founded 

in 2017 and, at the time of the research, employed 19 workers. It is based in the Kathmandu 

Valley and its mission statement is to provide waste management services to a diverse range of 

clients, and to work together to improve environmental health by segregating waste and 

changing consumption behavior through increased awareness, consequently turning waste into 

resources. Doko Recyclers identified the poor waste management system in the valley, resulting 

from waste burning and open dumping. This leads to waste entering the Bagmati and 



 

Bishnumati rivers, leading to water contamination that causes life-threatening diseases like 

cholera or diarrhea. Especially after the 2015 earthquake, the waste problem in the streets of 

Kathmandu intensified. Doko Recyclers started to reach out to households to collect dry waste, 

including plastic, paper, glass, and metals. Since 2018, a composting system that allows 

households to manage organic waste has also been part of the service options. In the same year, 

Doko became the first and so far only provider of shredding services in Nepal. Additionally, 

Doko launched an online shop called Tatwa, where upcycled products are sold to move towards 

a zero waste circular economy. Furthermore, Doko is the first enterprise in Nepal that collects 

e-waste since 2019. As there is no legal framework on how to treat e-waste in Nepal, and the 

export of e-waste is forbidden by international law, Doko is repairing and refurbishing as many 

items as possible to resell them to the market. All non-repairable items are being kept in the 

Doko facilities until a respective law will be implemented. All materials that cannot be recycled 

or upcycled in Nepal are sold to scrap centers in India. 

After onboarding the first households, Doko won NGOs and INGOs, corporates, factories, 

hotels, restaurants, and educational institutions as clients. By organizing waste education 

training and workshops, and offering waste management consultancy services across Nepal, 

Doko is working hard towards building awareness among local communities about the waste 

issue and its implications for society, and how the problem can be solved. In schools, eco-clubs 

have been established for children to learn while engaging in fun activities. City clean-up 

campaigns have been run in collaboration with local NGOs and INGOs. This unique approach 

to waste management and awareness building has put Doko in a respectable position within the 

sector. In 2020, Doko was awarded the Janak Das Memorial Award from the Confederation of 

Nepalese Industry (NCI) for their valuable contribution to solid waste management in 

Kathmandu. Until 2022, Doko has recycled 14 million kg of waste in the Kathmandu Valley 

(Doko, 2022).    

Data sources 



 

Data was collected in the form of semi-structured interviews, direct observations, and 

longitudinal secondary data (see table 1). We strategically looked for information that would 

enable us to uncover novel insights and information about the legitimation of the marginalized 

group of IWWs to add to theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  

Interviews. 

We conducted interviews with three informal waste collectors in the streets of Kathmandu 

during the field visit between September to December 2022. These interviews were done in 

Nepali language and a local Nepalese, to whom the researcher had trust, acted as a translator 

during the interviews. Further, we conducted several interviews with one of the Co-founders 

and six staff members of the social enterprise Doko Recyclers across departments like 

communication manager, client manager, business development and growth manager, material 

manager, research associate, and one of their waste workers. Additionally, we interviewed the 

research and knowledge manager of the NGO CREASION Nepal, and the informal waste 

worker NGO SASAJA, which works towards uplifting waste collectors in the context of Nepal, 

as well as the founder of the waste management social enterprise Blue Waste 2 Value. We also 

talked to the NGO Teach for Nepal about the waste management sector in Nepal. Furthermore, 

interviews with local citizen were conducted to understand their perception about the IWWs 

and the waste issue in general. This contributed to building an understanding if IWWs indeed 

experienced growing legitimacy among the public and how strong social exclusion still exists. 

The interviews lasted between 30 and 90 minutes, were audio-recorded, transcribed, and 

analyzed using the software MAXQDA. Interviews with Doko Recyclers, CREASION, and 

Blue Waste 2 Value were conducted in English. 

Ethnographic observation. 

 We used direct observations to better understand local realities by being exposed to daily live 

of the informants and to explore the social context from within (Mair et al., 2016). The field 



 

visit took place from September to December 2022. During this time, we visited local waste 

dumping sites, the informant’s workplace and experienced the waste situation in the streets of 

Kathmandu Valley firsthand. We immersed into the setting, which allowed us to gain an 

understanding of the formal and informal environment, which is crucial in understanding the 

process of institutional change. Additionally, they spend time with local citizen and used 

informal conversations to ask question about the waste situation and their perception of IWWs. 

The researcher observed the everyday work of both IWWs and the employees of the social 

enterprise. Observations and particularly interesting information that were shared or the evoked 

emotions were recorded in a research diary.  

Secondary data. 

 We analyzed publicly available data published in Nepali newspapers. Interviews and direct 

observations were complemented with secondary data consisting of social media entries, and 

online newspaper articles through publicly available sources. Secondary data also included 

interviews with IWWs conducted and published by journalists in local newspapers and NGOs. 

The multiple data sources allowed us to reconstruct the process of legitimation of waste 

collectors within the society. We also used internal annual reports to understand organizational 

sense making and program development. The data was compared to the Doko Recyclers website 

and reports from international organizations and development agencies on the waste collection 

issue.  

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

Insert Table 1 about here 

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

Data analysis 

To make sense of the data we continuously went back and forth between data and emerging 

theoretical constructs (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). We arranged the 



 

documentary and observational data chronologically (Langley, 1999) to understand the 

development with regard to legitimacy building of IWWs. Different rounds of coding helped to 

spot flaws. Emerging categories and theoretical themes have been organized according to 

established procedures for working with qualitative data (see Appendix Table 2) for data 

categorization and presentation (Gioia et al., 2013). We openly coded practices observed during 

ethnographic fieldwork, interviews, and website and newspaper content. First, we coded data 

related to the activities of Doko Recyclers and other supporting organizations in its efforts to 

support IWWs to improve their work conditions and the socioeconomic situation. Secondly, we 

coded data concerning the wider macro-environmental conditions and processes towards 

political inclusion. We discovered that activities were divided into educational activities and 

signaling activities. For instance, many efforts were directed towards skills and knowledge 

building of IWWs, awareness building of the society though workshops in schools and 

organisations, and through alliance building to international IWW groups to share best practices 

and learn from each other. On the other hand, Doko Recyclers created a formal appearance for 

IWWs by providing uniforms, employment contracts, and access to social security. They 

promoted IWWs as environmental heroes, who save the planet through their work and they 

formed partnerships with different sectors to signal wide support for the rights and conditions 

of IWWs. We went back and forth between our data and existing theoretical constructs 

uncovering the use of rhetoric strategies and collective action in efforts to legitimize IWWs. In 

the end, we identified six second order themes and three aggregated dimensions representing 

the process of how strategies are used by social enterprises to legitimize the marginalized group 

of IWWs by creating institutional change in the Nepalese society. The aggregated theoretical 

dimensions which are our 3R model of social inclusion Reconditioning, Reframing, 

Representing are leant to the 3Rs of environmental sustainability Reuse, Reduce, Recycle, 

which is a key concept for everyone working in waste management (Mohanty, 2011) and which 

was also mentioned during our interviews.  



 

FINDINGS 

We report our findings following established procedures for working with qualitative data 

(Corley & Gioia, 2004) and organize the emerged themes as they appeared in our data analysis. 

We show how the social enterprise Doko recyclers (1) changed employment conditions of 

informal waste workers (reconditioning), (2) how they use rhetoric strategies to reframe the 

occupation of waste workers as environmental heroes (reframing), and (3) how they are using 

collective action in form of partnerships with NGOs, influencers, and private sector 

organizations to support social inclusion and alliance building of informal waste workers 

(representing). We then explain what these actions mean for institutional change and how social 

enterprises influence the success of informal waste worker legitimacy and uplifting.  

Our interviews and observations revealed the institutional challenges that IWWs are 

experiencing in Nepal. Formally, IWWs are not considered as official workers, which means 

that they do not receive any facilities such as health insurance, social benefits, work clothes or 

gadgets, nor a work contract. Collecting waste from landfills or streets is illegal by law but the 

government tolerates it because it works in their favor. However, in case of accidents on landfill 

sites or other incidents, no support is provided by authorities. Informally, waste workers face a 

low social status and exclusion by the society. As one informant reports: “…the things I faced 

on that time, too, because somewhere people know me about like, “he's a waste picker or 

something like that”. Because I just pick up the things and… picking waste and managing in a 

proper way. So people used to call me, maybe I have heard from few people again, he's a waste 

picker. So, like this is the disrespected, disrespected thing from that.” (Interview Doko 

Recyclers) 

The following strategies show how social enterprises achieved improvement of the formal and 

informal situation for IWWs.  

Reconditioning 



 

Building skills and knowledge. 

Doko Recyclers uplifts waste workers by running training sessions on health and safety or 

managing finance. They also teach the principles of saving, opening a bank account, and on 

entrepreneurial opportunities to educate waste workers on how to improve their working 

structure. This includes leadership training, management, operations training, which is also run 

by the IWWs organization SASAJA. One staff member of Doko reports: "During the COVID 

time, we did an extensive project with the informal waste workers, where we were we reached 

out to 800 Waste workers to help them in COVID time as in to prepare them with PPE and all 

the protective gears that might require them to do the work efficiently during COVID time." 

(Interview Doko Recyclers) 

A representative of SASAJA explains about the value of their finance, hygiene, and leadership 

training for IWWs development. During the interview, it became clear that these activities are 

the core of the organization that contributes to uplifting IWWs: “Already we gave through this 

project, we gave leadership training and basic financial training and management training now 

in our pipeline, how NP operation training, how to run and we develop the guidelines for them 

and in the training we teach. […] And in the health sector, also we orient on different topics 

[…].” (Interview SASAJA) 

Formalizing employment. 

Formalizing takes place in various ways. One way concerns the formal way of appearing. IWWs 

as they come from lower socioeconomic and educational background usually do not think about 

appearing clean and formal as relevant: “They are also not very much… as per their appearance, 

you know, the way of working, way of living even you walk or even you talk you know, how 

you talk. So, we have to train them, we train them you know, even you are… today you have 

very less money, but again, you have to talk in a proper way, you have to wear a dress in a 

proper way. So, we train them.” (Interview Blue Waste to value) 



 

Other than municipalities and private companies, social enterprises that work in the waste 

management sector and work with waste workers provide health and safety benefits like 

insurance, safety uniforms (caps, gloves, masks, and boots), a work contract, and food 

allowance. Savings are deposited in bank accounts and waste workers were able to gain 

financial literacy through their affiliation or employment at social enterprises. This signals 

professionalism and contributes to appear formal in the eyes of outsiders. One informant says 

regarding the contribution of social enterprises the following: "So the waste workers that are.. 

that I have interacted with, they say, like, they could... they do get benefit from these 

organizations, because only at that, whenever these organizations are involved, they get some 

sort of PPE or equipment, gloves, or the whole set, mask like and other things and also, like, 

doctors facility which they usually won't get without these organization." (Interview 

CREASION) 

IWWs have been excluded from the banking system, as the process of opening a bank account 

or getting access to loans is very bureaucratic and for IWWs who in many cases are not 

comfortable in or able to write and read long contracts, this has been a challenge. Social 

enterprises and organizations like SASAJA established savings and credit cooperatives, to 

facilitate access to banking via own banks for IWWs. Having access to small loans enabled 

IWWs to own land, cars, or even open a shop and get out of the waste sector, as reported by 

one informant: “Almost like 1000 informal waste workers are now the member of the 

cooperative bank. So they have some savings accounts. They don't need to ask for the scrap 

dealers […] with the high interest costs, to borrow their emergency funds to use in their life. 

[…]. They don’t need to put collateral like house, you know, these things, because they don't 

have house. […] And because of that, they took the loan, they started shops, then they want to 

skip the waste management business now.“ (Interview Blue Waste to value). 

Reframing: The environmental hero 



 

Building awareness. 

Doko Recycler works towards improving the waste management situation in Nepal. However, 

through the workshops, training, and consultancy that Doko is engaging with as part of its 

awareness building strategy, they contribute towards social inclusion as a by-product of its 

environmental advocacy. Informal waste workers are part of the waste value chain, which is 

why their contribution to the vision of a clean Nepal cannot be ignored. Talking about their 

engagement towards improving the perception of the community towards informal waste 

workers one informant says: "No, I'd say we do a lot of such work because it is a byproduct of 

our... whatever activity we do, it somehow links to creating the awareness part. And whenever 

we give awareness, trainings, workshops, then we make everyone understand the entire value 

chain of waste." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

Awareness building activities contributed to mindset changes, changes values, beliefs, and 

practices among the Nepalese society, which an interviewee of the IWWs organisation 

SASAJA also confirms: “One thing is… because of the… the activities I want to say to some 

extent, the effect of these activities… Yes, because of those activities also their mind is changed, 

because in previous project also and in this present project on which we are implementing, there 

are many awareness-raising activities like that, yes. And through those activities… we try to 

change we advocate. Yes, on the roles of waste workers, that they are they are working for 

environment, those and I think because of those cases it changed.” (Interview SASAJA) 

Awareness was also spread in the wider society through a series production by a famous actors 

Madan Krishna Shrestha and Hari Bansha Acharya. In the series Banchare Dada, which was 

also streamed in television and available on Youtube, the work of IWWs is narrated showing 

the difficulties that workers can face like injuries. The series also conveys the value of this work 

for the community and the environment.  

Changing the narrative.  



 

Traditionally waste is seen as dirty and worthless and people who work with waste are 

perceived in the same manner. However, social enterprises that work in the waste management 

sector are highly respected by the society in that they solve the environmental issue of pollution 

that exists because of practices such as open dumping and burning of waste. One respondent 

explained the situation:  “Doko recyclers [….] they're really sort of shifting the model. Whereas 

in our society, waste was always or dirt was always like, looked at really, as a low lying job and 

handling garbage, to the point that our entire caste system was indicated in that and so cleaners 

were untouchables. Right? So, so these, it was horrible. So as a result of the caste system, a lot 

of people ended up not addressing waste well, because waste was dirty, you know. But now the 

whole narrative has changed around, […] global pollution and climate change, and young 

people are more educated. So some of these entrepreneurs that are now sort of flipping the 

whole narrative and saying “No, these are the guardians of our community.” Now, […], they 

are the ones who clean up our community, […] So when the social enterprise came up and said, 

you know, every one of these scavenging, garbage collectors are going to be part of our network 

of people who do the recycling, who bring in the waste. And now we're going to create a social 

enterprise that, […], upscales, garbage, and things like that. These young entrepreneurs are 

really applauded by the society for really flipping the whole narrative and doing something 

exciting and people want to participate.” (Interview Teach for Nepal) 

This perception paradox in the minds of the people is coming to the advantage for Doko 

Recyclers and allows them to use their privileged position to change the perception of IWWs. 

This they do by using rhetoric strategies. On their website Doko Recyclers call themselves as 

“the team that loves trash” (Doko Recyclers 2022). This expression has a humorous 

underpinning and at the same time conveys the image of young, educated, well-appearance 

individuals who engage in waste collection, something that the wider society would only 

connect to dirty, smelly workers with a poor appearance.   



 

Through a variety of activities like clean up campaigns, Doko is letting communities experience 

the work of IWWs by themselves, which allows their clients to understand the struggles of 

workers. This contributes to the perception change. By framing waste as a resource rather than 

a loss product, people working with waste are perceived as people working with a valuable 

resource. Likewise, this changes the perception of the workers: "We just see waste as a waste, 

like we don't see as resources, we don't see as our responsibility to do something towards it, 

because it's our waste right. So like, at first, it's about the perception of people towards waste 

management. That's a major challenge right now. And yeah, people are changing, like, common 

psyche is changing, like people are becoming more responsible towards their own waste. So 

yeah, scenario changing." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

When workers present their work in a prestigious manner, the society around them takes this 

perception and values it accordingly. Instead of saying to be working with waste, individuals 

say that they work for the betterment of the society. This makes people focus on this fact, rather 

than the material that the work contains. One respondent says about how the community 

perceived their work: "So I kind of got praised I think like you are doing something for the 

society, its something for the society because I presented that so right. And it is like that also 

working in Doko Recyclers is like working to change waste management scenario in Nepal I 

think seeing the bigger picture." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

Newspaper articles frame IWWs as “unsung heroes” (Poudel, 2016). Through this wording, 

perceptions change and IWWs receive increasing respect as environmental heroes. As part of 

Doko Recyclers activities, in February 2023 a workshop called “Preventing Plastic in Nepal 

Rivers by Boosting the Informal Sector” was organized with the objective to map the challenges 

that IWWs still face in order to record and share stories to strengthen their legitimacy and 

advocate for better conditions. On their social media platforms, Doko regularly shares 

impressions of waste workers collecting and sorting waste and highlights the importance of the 



 

work for society and environment. During our visit at Doko we witnessed the interaction 

between Doko management staff and their waste collectors. These interactions appeared 

respectful and equal to all. We could also feel the gratefulness that was felt towards the 

collectors, as they do work that others would not prefer to do. Waste workers are the essential 

staff of a waste management company and their value was felt.   

Representing through collective action  

Building alliances. 

As part of a collaboration between Doko Recyclers and the NGO CREASION they set the goal 

to build an alliance that works towards the official recognition of IWWs on governmental level. 

The waste sector is strongly divided and most IWWs still operate individually and see others 

often as competition. An alliance can bring the actors of the waste sector together, which will 

put them in a stronger position to advocate for their right. A CREASION informant says: "We 

are working with Doko in one project that also focuses towards recognition of the informal 

waste workers and also with WIEGO, so we are trying to form alliances. So the main work of 

alliance or the network is to recognize those workers in terms of… terms of their work at the 

government level." (Interview CREASION) 

Further, the alliance enables knowledge sharing, the use of best practices, and allows for better 

advocacy through the collective voices of many working in the waste management sector. 

Informants have expressed during the interviews that it became easier to approach the 

government and get their attention compared to earlier times: “But when we try, when we invite 

them, when we go and talk to them or want to talk with them, then they appreciate and they 

come and join our program.[…] But before that, they didn't do before this SASAJA. They didn't 

want to listen the waste workers voice, waste workers issue like that, but at least this is also a 

sign of development. Yes. And now when we go and try to talk and at least they response and 



 

they welcome us and they listen our issues, our problems and even they solve or not that is 

another..” (Interview SASAJA) 

Building Partnerships. 

For legitimacy and social inclusion of IWW to be achieved, different actors need to collaborate 

and advocate together to signal power. For this, social enterprise work in partnerships with 

NGOs, social media influencers, and private sector organisations: "And through a lot of, like 

our engagements, post engagements and all of our awareness posts, that we do a lot of email 

campaigns that we keep on doing and we do hike and trail campaigns. So where we go, and 

clean up hike trails. […] We tie with social organisations and we offer the CSR activities to 

organizations also." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

Forming partnerships with different stakeholders comes at a benefit to Doko’s business 

legitimacy and also to the legitimacy of IWWs that the social enterprise is advocating for. 

Partnerships strengthened the public outreach and awareness spread faster: "Yes, yes. So the 

approach to this campaign was that we reach out to the influencers, because they have a good 

number of followers and everything. And that's like a direct entrance for us into people. A lot 

of mass people basically." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

Working together with a hospital allowed access to vaccines during the COVID pandemic. 

Without lobbying from actors in the waste management sector, IWWs would not have received 

the vaccines as a priority personal, although IWWs have been daily exposed to the thread of 

getting effected after touching used hygiene products on landfills. An informant says: “We have 

started and with lobbying, our personal contact yes with the hospital like that, then we had 

worked and we wanted to make success to give vaccination and in that case also in the first 

round only 10, 15 informal waste workers we get success to provide vaccination.” (Interview 

SASAJA) 



 

Getting vaccines as essential personnel was a great achievement for the sector, because it 

conveyed first signals from the government side to legitimize IWWs contribution to the society 

on an official level.  

DISCUSSION: THEORIZING LEGITIMACY BUILDING BY SOCIAL 

ENTERPRISES THROUGH INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE 

Drawing on an ethnographic-informed case study of the waste management company Doko 

Recyclers, we explain how social enterprises can build legitimacy for marginalized groups in 

society, thereby creating institutional change. The case of Doko Recyclers working with IWWs 

in Kathmandu, Nepal provides answers to this question, which marks the contribution of our 

study. Figure 1 depicts the process of legitimization of marginalized groups leading to 

institutional change. It shows how through strategies of reconditioning, reframing, and 

representing marginalized groups moved from socioeconomic exclusion to inclusion. Based on 

this, we develop three contributions that mark the process of legitimacy of marginalized groups 

and resulting institutional change. 

First, through interviews and observations, we found that Doko Recyclers changed conditions 

for IWWs by formalizing, building skills, and knowledge. By these means, they created a new 

formal appearance and identity that changed the way IWWs were perceived outwardly. 

Secondly, we found that rhetoric was used to change the image of IWWs in public opinion. 

Positive connotations between IWWs and environmental preservation changed society’s 

perception of the workers, creating a new image as environmental heroes. These connotations 

were provoked in awareness-building workshops with various societal members, via newspaper 

articles, and television shows. 

Thirdly, social enterprises use collective action by forming international alliances and building 

partnerships to include stakeholders in advocating for creating regulations for IWWs on the 

policy level. Through collective action, formal institutional change becomes achievable. 



 

In our case, the social enterprise promoted an institutional change process in which alternative 

beliefs and practices have been developed leading to legitimacy of IWWs in the eyes of society 

members and with positive effects towards recognition by the government. Further, we 

identified two categories of strategies: educational and signaling. The interplay between both 

types was found to be important in changing beliefs, values, and practices that lead to 

institutional change. 

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

Insert Figure 1 about here 

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

The study extends our understanding of institutional change processes and how social 

enterprises act as institutional entrepreneurs (DiMaggio 1988) to enable such change to 

legitimize marginalized societal groups. Granados et al. (2022) have shown how IWWs in 

Colombia failed to achieve institutional change and remained excluded from the market by 

keeping their informal status. The authors showed how overt and covert power mechanisms by 

powerful players in the institutional field successfully oppressed institutional change (Granados 

et al., 2022). In contrast, we show how, with the help of social enterprises, IWWs were able to 

gain legitimacy through the institutional change created by the investigated social enterprise 

and supporting organizations. In contrast to many existing studies, we identify that in the 

process of institutional change, informal institutions first changed to include IWWs in the 

sociocultural context before formal institutions changed to include them on an economic-legal 

level, supporting a bottom-up process. While the normative and cognitive power of market 

actors is stronger than that of marginalized actors (Granados et al., 2022), social enterprises can 

use their socioeconomic standing to achieve institutional change through rhetoric, collective 

action, and reconditioning.  

Reconditioning through formalizing, skills and knowledge building 



 

Reconditioning as a term used in environmental sustainability and waste management refers to 

changing the conditions of an old worn out product by turning it into an “as good as new” 

product that can continue to be used (Gharfalkar, Ali, and Hillier, 2016). We use this term to 

understand how social enterprises changed existing work conditions of IWWs into new work 

conditions, which improved the waste workers perception in the society. Formalization of work 

is related to procedural fairness, legitimacy, and efficiency (Schminke et al., 2000). By 

providing IWWs with work contracts, work clothing, and social security, social enterprises lift 

the workers from their informal into formalized employment relationship. Their appearance 

became professional, which improved public opinion. The formalization has a positive 

signaling effect towards society members increasing the legitimacy of waste workers.  

Investment in knowledge has long been recognized as a driver of regional and macroeconomic 

growth (Agarwal et al., 2011). For individuals, knowledge is an essential asset required to 

escape marginalization. We found that social enterprises use knowledge and skill building to 

empower IWWs, who often lack primary or secondary education, to manage finances, open 

bank accounts, be aware of safety and health measures and even gain entrepreneurial skills. 

Through these trainings, IWWs gain access to socioeconomic aspects from which they 

traditionally would have been excluded.  

Reframing as environmental heroes through the use of rhetoric 

Change in institutional practices can be accomplished by rhetorical strategies (Brown et al., 

2012; Harmon et al., 2015) and different communication tools can lead to various changes in 

institutions (Erkama and Vaara, 2010; Green, 2004; Harmon et al., 2015; Suddaby and 

Greenwood, 2005). One of such tools is framing. Framing is “the use of rhetorical devices in 

communication to mobilize support and minimize resistance” (Cornelissen and Werner, 2014). 

The concept of framing has been used by various academic disciplines like cognition, 

communication, psychology, and only recently have studies started to examine framing in the 



 

context of management and entrepreneurship (Snihur et al., 2018). Extent research has shown 

that framing has been used effectively by organizations to build legitimacy with stakeholders 

both internally and externally (Montgomery, Dacin, and Dacin, 2012). Our findings show how 

through framing of the work of marginalized waste workers through activities by social 

enterprises, these marginalized groups achieve legitimation. Social enterprises use 

communication strategies via various channels to depict IWWs as environmental heroes, who 

save the environment through their work. A positive connotation between IWWs and the 

environment is created and strengthened using short movies on television, social media 

campaigns across channels, workshops in schools and organizations. This signaling strategy 

changes the image of IWWs in the minds of the society, which leads to new believes, norms, 

and practices, as for instance, IWWs were treated with increased respect. The garbage is not 

thrown on them anymore, but given in a respectful manner and people do not perceive IWWs 

as “untouchable” anymore. Next to signaling strategies, educational strategies were used to 

strengthen the impact and change informal institutions surrounding waste workers. Awareness 

building workshops are core part of the activities of the social enterprise that was part of our 

investigation. These include not only teaching about waste segregation but about the complete 

waste life cycle including IWWs, their challenges and significance. Through the activities that 

make up the change of work conditions and framing as environmental heroes, social enterprises 

achieved change in existing values and practices, that lead to new expectations of socially 

accepted behavior (Dacin et al., 2002).  

Representing through collective action by building partnerships and alliances 

Marginalized groups as in the case of IWWs usually do not possess sufficient normative and 

cognitive power to achieve legitimacy and institutional change, even when forming coalitions 

(Granados et al., 2022). Our investigation showed that social enterprises in the waste 

management sector could act as ecosystem leaders to form partnerships with organizations from 



 

multiple sectors. Cross-sectoral partnerships can be a form of collective action towards a social 

good (Montgomery et al., 2012). Social enterprises have the opportunity to work with various 

organizations, for instance, through their CSR activity. The more organizations are supporting 

the waste management sector and with it the legitimacy of IWWs, the more powerful this 

ecosystem becomes. Partnerships signal unity among all actors and legitimacy on a broader 

level. Advocacy through partnerships lead by social enterprises and with participants from 

various fields and sectors can ultimately convince government leaders and change regulations. 

At the same time, national and international IWW alliances were found to be part of educational 

activities through knowledge transfer and sharing of best practices across regions and countries. 

This is helpful in developing advocacy strategies based on the experiences of other IWWs 

across the globe. Through the knowledge and support of diverse actors, legitimacy of IWWs 

spread in the formal environment and advocacy towards the government becomes easier and 

successful. Ultimately, formal institutions could be changed, for instance formal recognition of 

IWWs, implementation of laws that protect IWWs from health hazards, and provide 

comprehensive formal work conditions, removing the risks of informal employment.  

Communication is at the core of effective collaboration and partnerships (Henneman, Lee, and 

Cohen, 1995). Rhetoric as a communication tool has been identified as useful to bring about 

institutional change and initiate collective actions. By using rhetoric, the studied social 

enterprise was able to attract partners to advocate for the rights of IWWs.  

Legitimacy through institutional change by social enterprises 

Our study adds insights on processes of legitimation and institutional change. North (1990) 

argues that institutional change is a result of a political process. Formal institutional change will 

be a result of legislative change and informal institutional change will occur resulting from 

formal change but comes about gradually and sometimes subconsciously. Our findings provide 

evidence for an opposite chain of events, where informal institutions change as a result of social 



 

enterprise activities, whereas formal institutions change due to societal pressure occurring from 

a changed mindset within societal members. In the case of IWWs, we find support for an 

institutional change process emerging from social pressure (Oliver, 1992). Based on the 

advocacy and awareness building brought forward by social enterprises such as Doko Recyclers 

existing practices of disrespect were abandoned and a change in social expectations on how to 

perceive waste workers occurred. Through processes of social, construction social 

entrepreneurs create new meaning for IWWs and their societal standing (Aldrich and Fiol, 

1994; Berger and Luckmann, 1966). They change the work conditions for IWWs, use rhetoric 

to frame waste workers as environmental heroes and to frame themselves in a way that reduces 

the social class difference that oftentimes exists between social entrepreneurs and IWWs. This 

narrative constructs a new image of waste workers in the minds of the society, which ultimately 

leads to social uplifting. This adds to the established understanding that rhetoric can affect 

institutions (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Finally, social enterprises use collective action by 

forming alliances within the IWW sector and collaborating with organisations from other 

sectors to advocate for inclusive rights and regulations. With this finding we add to theory and 

practice on the role of collective action on institutional change (Montgomery et al., 2012; 

Ostrom, 1990). Following institutional constructionists, we identify how social enterprises 

change the social context for IWWs, by narrating the meaning of their work as environmental 

heroes who rescue society from mass pollution and mitigate the climate crisis. We show how 

social entrepreneurs can bring about institutional change by offering novel solutions to societal 

problems and advocating for change in informal and formal institutions and therefore become 

institutional entrepreneurs, when their social contribution changes existing norms and structures 

(McCarthy, 2012). 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 



 

Policy, infrastructure, and public awareness are necessary to improve the quality of life and 

work conditions of waste workers and to recognize their valuable contribution to society. Social 

enterprises within the waste management ecosystem provide essential training, contracts, 

insurance, and financial literacy education to waste workers. NGOs also support waste workers 

by providing health and sanitation measures and training. However, the engagement of NGOs 

is typically project-based and funded projects often run for a limited period. For projects that 

aim to achieve behavioral change, a longer time period is needed, as well as continuous 

involvement. Social enterprises as formal organizations have the advantage of being financially 

sustainable and able to sustain awareness-building activities. By investing in social enterprises, 

development projects can ensure that their impact will be sustained beyond the project 

termination. Social enterprises can also employ waste workers, lifting them from an informal 

to a formal status with higher labor standards, which NGOs alone are not able to do due to 

organizational constraints. It is therefore important to enable collaboration between NGOs and 

social enterprises to combine skills and widen their outreach to private companies and 

organizations for support, for instance through CSR activities. This is important to signal 

support within the wider waste management ecosystem and beyond, and to enable the 

enforcement of normative and cognitive power onto formal institutions in order to achieve 

change. 

Our findings provide important implications for policy makers and development intermediaries 

in achieving legitimacy and institutional change for the inclusion of marginalized groups. They 

should tackle the oppressing practices and stigma that informal waste workers face and promote 

inclusive institutions. While this study is based on Nepal, our suggestions are relevant for all 

other developing country’s informal waste sector. Our study suggests the following important 

implications for policy makers: (1) Create policies needed to operate in the waste sector on an 

international level, e.g. such as the electronic waste management certification in Nepal. In the 

context of Nepal, no certification for electronic waste management exists, which impedes Doko 



 

Recyclers and other actors from being certified and get funds from international e-waste 

management projects. Without adequate policies, the development in this sector is hindered. (2) 

Create functioning recycling facilities within Nepal to enable recycling and reduce the need to 

sell materials to India. Investments in appropriate machines and technologies are necessary for 

this. (3) Create policies that recognize informal waste workers and provide contracts to turn 

them into formal workers. This will also change the informal perception of waste workers' value 

within society. The smaller the informal sector in a country, the better its socioeconomic 

development. (4) Improve waste management execution from the government side, including 

the collection of waste in a segregated manner. Additionally, the government needs to treat 

waste workers well to signal the expected treatment of this group towards society.  

CONCLUSION 

This research study set out to explore how social enterprises build legitimacy for marginalized 

groups in societies by creating institutional change. Building on insights that institutions are 

built upon language (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) such as rhetoric (Green, 2004; Harmon et 

al., 2015; Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005) and arguing that a combination of rhetoric 

(reframing), collective action (representing) (Oliver, 1993; Ostrom, 1990), and changing of 

work conditions (reconditioning) can lead to institutional change that allows for legitimacy of 

marginalized groups. Our empirical study builds upon this work and contributes to the 

knowledge on how social enterprises can legitimize marginalized groups as in our case of 

IWWs in Kathmandu, Nepal. This matter is of utmost importance in tackling the grand 

challenge of societal inequality. 

The limitations of our study provide opportunities for future investigations. The challenge of 

inequality remains multidimensional, complex, and interlinked (Mair et al., 2016). Continuous 

initiatives and collaborative actions by NGOs, social enterprises, and the oppressed themselves 

will be needed in order to achieve formal and informal institutional change that can lead to 



 

social inclusion. We collected data in a single country context and the region of Kathmandu. 

Future investigations should investigate unexplored contexts to include the voices of other 

IWWs as the issue of marginalization is multi-contextually embedded. As we focuses our 

attention of Kathmandu as the capital city, studies in rural settings would advance our 

understanding of the issue of marginalization, as it is often in rural areas where societal 

exclusion is experienced stronger. Future studies could challenge the analytical model created 

in this study in other contexts to see if it holds true and advance it based on further insights. 

Additionally, marginalized groups are present in all countries and regions and excluded based 

on caste, ethnicity, gender, religious believes, migrant status (Raghubanshi et al., 2021), sexual 

orientation, disabilities, or socioeconomic status in the society. While we shed light on the issue 

of marginalization based on socioeconomic status and caste, future studies can look into the 

case of other types of marginalized groups, as for instance Koehne, Woodward, and Honig 

(2022) have done by looking into indigenous groups in Ecuador, or in the case of Ukrainian 

refugee entrepreneurs in the work by Klyver, Steffens, and Honig (2022). As this paper focuses 

on the waste management sector, it would be worthwhile exploring other sectors that are 

predominantly employing marginalized groups. Examples could be prostitution, street vending, 

care work, construction, or small-scale mining. We also call for a usage of other methodological 

approaches, for instance a comparison analysis between potential strategies to legitimize 

different marginalized groups within one society, or the same group within different regions. 

For example, exploring the situation and strategy for inclusion of IWWs in Nepal compared to 

Ecuador would be worthwhile. Only if we understand the challenges, similarities and 

differences between each individual marginalized group, we can be successful in designing 

suitable programs to lift them up from their societal status. 

Our study seeks to bring forward discussions on the socioeconomic inclusion of marginalized 

groups, who face extreme poverty, lack of education, and inequality. Efforts to enable the 

uplifting of all kinds of marginalized groups in their societies are important to enable social 



 

change and regional development. We aim to motivate the discourse on possibilities for 

inclusion of marginalized groups across geographies, cultures, and institutions to contribute to 

closing the global social inequality gap. 
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APPENDIX 

TABLE 1: Data sources 



 

Data sources Details 

1. Interviews Three 15-20 minutes interviews with waste collectors between November-December 2022 (in 

Nepali) 

One 1 hour interview with the manager of SASAJA (in English) 

Three one-hour interviews with one of the Co-founders of Doko Recyclers (in English) 

30 minutes to 1.5-hour interviews with 6 Doko staff members (in English) and one 15 minute 

interview with a Doko waste worker (in Nepali) 

Two 30 minutes to 2-hour interviews with the research and knowledge manager of CREASION 

Nepal (in English) 

One 1 hour interview with the founder of the social enterprise Blue Waste 2 Value (in English) 

One 1 hour interview with the NGO Teach for Nepal (in English) 

Informal conversations with local Nepalese on their view on waste workers social standing (in 

English) 

2. Website Material Doko Recyclers Waste Management Solution 

The website includes information on Doko’s history, past and ongoing projects, clientele, and 

educational material.  

CREASION 

The website includes information on past and ongoing projects, blogs, and stories of 

CREASON’s work and contributions. 

SASAJA  

This website includes information on past and ongoing projects, history, mission statement, and 

organization goals.  

Blue Waste to Value 

This website includes information on the social enterprise, its projects and products. 

3. Published cases and 

articles in newspapers 

River pollution and waste pickers struggle for recognition 

The article highlights the situation of waste pickers in Kathmandu and explains the waste 

situation and its environmental impact on the region.  

Ensuring safety and livelihoods of waste workers 

This article reports about CREASION’s support of informal waste worker during COVID19 by 

providing them with health and safety equipment and training.  

Unsung heroes 

This article portrays Nepal’s waste workers as environmental heroes who clean up the city to 

make it liveable to everyone.  

Sanitation workers demand dignity, recognition 

This article reports on waste workers frustration on missing recognition for their work in the 

society. 

Waste management in the post pandemic scenario 

This article highlights the situation for waste workers and waste management in Kathmandu 

after the pandemic. It highlights safety concerns of workers and the need to start managing 

waste disposal properly to eliminate health concerns.  

Kabaadi at your doorstep: A digital approach to cleaning 

https://dokorecyclers.com/
https://creasion.org/
https://sasaja.org/
https://bw2v.com/
https://www.ejatlas.org/print/river-pollution-and-waste-pickers-struggle-for-recognition-kathmandu-nepal
https://thehimalayantimes.com/lifestyle/ensuring-safety-and-livelihood-of-waste-workers
https://kathmandupost.com/miscellaneous/2016/08/13/unsung-heroes
https://thehimalayantimes.com/kathmandu/sanitation-workers-demand-dignity-recognition
https://myrepublica.nagariknetwork.com/news/waste-management-in-the-post-pandemic-scenario/
https://myrepublica.nagariknetwork.com/news/kabaadi-at-your-doorstep-a-digital-approach-to-cleaning/


 

This article reports on a mobile solution to connect to the nearest waste collector. The app 

connects waste producers and recyclers for proper waste management.  

4. Other online sources UNDP policy paper on the inclusion of informal waste workers in the transition to sustainable 

waste management. 

Banchare Dada – a series to create awareness on the waste management situation in Kathmandu. 

5. Legal documents  Contributions Based Social Security Act, 2074 (2017). 

Aims to improve social security provision for Nepalese citizen, including the informal workers.  

  

TABLE 2: Data structure 

Aggregated dimension/ 

2nd order theme 

Brief explanation 1st order concepts/ Illustrative quote 

Reconditioning  Strategy applied by social 

enterprises to change the 

employment conditions and 

perceptions of marginalized groups 

and contribute to informal 

institutional change 

See illustrative quotes below 

Building skills and 

knowledge 

Building skills and knowledge of 

marginalized groups that help them 

escape the low socioeconomic 

status through workshops and 

trainings on useful skills, i.e. 

finance, management, health 

“Already we gave through this project, we gave 

leadership training and basic financial training and 

management training now in our pipeline, how NP 

operation training, how to run and we develop the 

guidelines for them and in the training we teach. Yes, 

we trained them. And definitely we all do. And in the 

health sector, also we orient on different topics. Like 

from personal hygiene to how we're hand washing 

and to occupational health and other, many 

healthcare waste, waste place management in 

different topics we oriented them.” (Interview 

SASAJA) 

"During the COVID time, we did an extensive project 

with the informal waste workers, where we were we 

reached out to 800 Waste workers to help them in 

COVID time as in to prepare them with PPE and all 

the protective gears that might require them to do the 

work efficiently during COVID time. That was one, 

we provide training based on a lot of different 

aspects, not just health and safety, but also on how to 

increase your revenue income. So we did a lot of 

trainings." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

Formalizing 

employment 

Creating a formalized appearance 

of marginalized groups through 

social security, work contracts, 

work clothing and behavioural 

training to improve outward 

appearance 

They are also not very much... as per their 

appearance, you know, the way of working, way of 

living even you walk or even you talk you know, how 

you talk. So, we have to train them, we train them 

you know, even you are... today you have very less 

money, but again, you have to talk in a proper way, 

you have to wear a dress in a proper way. So, we 

train them.” (Interview Blue Waste to value) 

"We've been doing an annual... what do we call that... 

Consultation with doctors." (Interview CREASION) 

"You can find it... find that the occupational center 

is... the these are that have kind of, they have a lot of 

risk, safety and health risks. So we've been working 

https://www.undp.org/vietnam/publications/inclusion-informal-waste-workers-iwws-transition-sustainable-waste-management
https://www.youtube.com/results?app=desktop&search_query=banchare+dada
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_lang=en&p_isn=105433


 

towards making those places a bit more safe. So 

we've been recently working in one of the center's 

we've been building toilets, changing rooms, and also 

shower rooms for the betterment..." (Interview 

CREASION) 

"The things that we've been doing is like providing 

them insurance, accident insurance to be specific. 

And along with that, during the COVID period, we 

also provided them with food rations for about three, 

four months, which could feed family of four 

people." (Interview CREASION) 

"So the waste workers that are.. that I have interacted 

with, they say, like, they could... they do get benefit 

from these organizations, because only at that, 

whenever these organizations are involved, they get 

some sort of PPE or equipment, gloves, or the whole 

set, mask like and other things and also, like, doctors 

facility which they usually won't get without these 

organization." (Interview CREASION) 

“Almost like 1000 informal waste workers are now 

the member of the cooperative bank. So they have 

some savings accounts. So they have a habit of 

saving. They don't need to ask for the scrap dealers or 

some you know, big merchants and then with the 

high interest costs, to borrow their emergency funds 

to use in their life. Now that they have own bank, 

they have static interest. It's very comfortable, they 

have their family members or community clusters 

they have assigned it only for that. They don’t need 

to put collateral like house, you know, these things, 

because they don't have house. But they all 

understands and that's our own bank. And because of 

that, they took the loan, they started shops, you know, 

then they want to skip the waste management 

business now. Some open the... some took the loan, 

you know, to the car... there and earning and basking 

in the sun taking and paying of the interest and 

everything, you know, the mortgages, you know, they 

are having smaller mortgages schemes there. And 

even when some people died, they have some 

facilities to create some fund... deposit, even for the 

children's, their kids education in separate bank 

schemes, savings schemes, so that's there. So lots of 

things are there.“ (Interview Blue Waste to value) 

Reframing Strategy applied by social 

enterprises to improve the imagine 

and perception of marginalized 

groups in the society, through the 

use of rhetoric communication tools 

to achieve informal institutional 

change 

See illustrative quotes below 

Building awareness Building awareness of the 

importance of marginalized groups 

for the society, communities, and 

environment across stakeholders 

(schools, NGOs, firms) 

"Like, it is the advocacy that matters, when in the 

society where there's nothing, there's no 

infrastructure for this management in Nepal, right? 

So it's the awareness that matters, the perception of 

people that matters, I myself kind of got aware in so 

many aspects of this." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 



 

"Especially teaching children and changing their 

behavior will have a big impact. Because by seeing 

the children what what are they doing, adults can also 

learn and adapt to do that, and children will force 

adults to do that, the parents to do that. So we're 

specifically targeting, targeting only likes children's 

for that." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

"No, I'd say we do a lot of such work because it is a 

byproduct of our... whatever activity we do, it 

somehow links to creating the awareness part. And 

whenever we give awareness, trainings, workshops, 

then we then we make everyone understand the entire 

value chain of waste." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

"One thing is... because of the... the activities I want 

to say to some extent, the effect of these activities... 

Yes, because of those activities also their mind is 

changed, because in previous project also and in this 

present project on which we are implementing, there 

are many awareness-raising activities like that, yes. 

And through those activities... we try to change we 

advocate. Yes, on the roles of waste workers, that 

they are they are working for environment, those and 

I think because of those cases it changed.” (Interview 

SASAJA 

Changing the 

narrative 

Framing marginalized groups as 

heroes in its context to change the 

narrative from outcaste to role 

model to achieve inclusion and 

legitimation 

"We just see waste as a waste, like we don't see as 

resources, we don't see as our responsibility to do 

something towards it, because it's our waste right. So 

like, at first, it's about the perception of people 

towards waste management. That's a major challenge 

right now. And yeah, people are changing, like, 

common psyche is changing, like people are 

becoming more responsible towards their own waste. 

So yeah, scenario changing." (Interview Doko 

Recyclers) 

"So I kind of got praised I think like you are doing 

something for the society, its something for the 

society because I presented that so right. And it is 

like that also working in Doko Recyclers is like 

working to change waste management scenario in 

Nepal I think seeing the bigger picture." (Interview 

Doko Recyclers) 

"...keep Environment and Sustainability at its center. 

So yeah, we've been..., we have been doing advocacy 

for waste management here in Kathmandu. So people 

people are being on boarded, like, like keeping Doko 

recyclers imagine as like a formal sector company 

which is doing really good to the society." (Interview 

Doko Recyclers) 

"And then we explain yes we work with recyclables 

but its difference we are working with the 

environment and once we explain then they 

appreciate, yes that’s the good work. In the first view, 

in the first sight “you are doing this?!?!” but 

whenever we explain that we are doing like this, we 

are protecting our environment, then they appreciate 



 

yes you are doing the great work so, it needs to be 

explained... in one word... in one course it seems like 

hesitation but when we explain them oh nice its great 

work." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

"But for the recognition one of the things that about 

recognition is the vaccine COVID vaccine. So waste 

workers were one of the few sectors that had vaccine 

in the first phase so we were not allowed to get 

vaccines only the army, those waste workers, and 

doctors only they were allowed to get vaccinations, 

vaccinated in the first phase." (Interview 

CREASION) 

"So one thing that I found that like, the pandemic 

made the recognition a bit... they highlighted the 

recognition because during the pandemic, the only 

the army army personnel, the doctors and the waste 

workers were allowed to work free." (Interview 

CREASION) 

“Doko recyclers [....] they're really sort of shifting the 

model. Whereas in our society, waste was always or 

dirt was always like, looked at really, as a low lying 

job and handling garbage, to the point that our entire 

caste system was indicated in that and so cleaners 

were untouchables. Right? So, so these, it was 

horrible. So as a result of the caste system, a lot of 

people ended up not addressing waste well, because 

waste was dirty, you know. But now the whole 

narrative has changed around, you know, global 

pollution and climate change, and young people are 

more educated. So some of these entrepreneurs that 

are now sort of flipping the whole narrative and 

saying, No, these are the guardians of our 

community. Now, you know, they are the ones who 

clean up our community, and people are suffering out 

of the dirt, right, like of the mess of the garbage. So 

when the social enterprise came up and said, you 

know, every one of thesescavenging, garbage 

collectors are going to be part of our network of 

people who do the recycling, who bring in the waste. 

And now we're going to create a social enterprise 

that, you know, up upscales, garbage, and things like 

that. These young entrepreneurs are really applauded 

by the Society for reallyflipping the whole narrative 

and doing something exciting and people want to 

participate, you know, the reach is not so 

widespread.” (Interview Teach for Nepal) 

Representing Strategy applied by social 

enterprises by using collective 

action mechanisms to advocate for 

marginalized groups to achieve 

formal inclusion and formal 

institutional change 

See illustrative quotes below 

Building alliances Enabling international and national 

alliances of marginalized groups 

across the sector to exchange best 

practices and advocate as a 

collective on a political level 

"We are trying to make an association or network of 

our waste workers organization in Nepal. And so 

through that... because as of now, with all those waste 

workers, they are like working, they're not working in 

association or working as an alliance. So we're trying 



 

to build an alliance with them." (Interview 

CREASION) 

"We are working with Doko in one project that also 

focuses towards recognition of the informal waste 

workers and also with WIEGO, so we are trying to 

form alliances. So the main work of alliance or the 

network is to recognize those workers in terms of.. 

terms of their work at the government level." 

(Interview CREASION) 

“But when we try, when we invite them, when we go 

and talk to them or want to talk with them, then they 

appreciate and they come and join our program. And 

they try to listen to us. That is so. But before that, that 

much also they don't do like that they didn't do before 

this SASAJA. They didn't want to listen the waste 

workers voice, waste workers issue like that, but at 

least this is also a sign of development. Yes. And 

now when we go and try to talk and at least they 

response and they welcome us and they listen our 

issues, our problems and even they solve or not that 

is another... but they come in to try to solve like that 

yes.” (Interview SASAJA) 

Building partnerships Building partnerships with 

stakeholders across sectors and 

fields (influencers, NGOs, firms) to 

signal coherence and advocate on a 

political level 

"And through a lot of, like our engagements, post 

engagements and all of our awareness posts, that we 

do a lot of email campaigns that we keep on doing 

and we do hike and trail campaigns. So where we go, 

and clean up hike trails. And that is basically so for 

this also, we tie with social organisations, or we do it 

on our own. And we offer the CSR activities to 

organizations also, which helped their, their cause, 

because it's like a fun activity plus they do it for 

cause kind of a thing." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

"Yes, yes. So the approach to this campaign was that 

we reach out to the influencers, because they have a 

good number of followers and everything. And that's 

like a direct entrance for us into people. A lot of mass 

people basically." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

"Yes, I think so. Yes, because people now... not just 

us, but of course, maybe a few... few effort goes to 

the government also because during the COVID and 

everything, so there was constant messaging constant 

reach out to the mass from the government level 

also." (Interview Doko Recyclers) 

“We have started and with lobbying, our personal 

contact yes with the hospital like that, then we had 

worked and we wanted to make success to give 

vaccination and in that case also in the first round 

only 10, 15 Informal waste workers we get success to 

provide vaccination.” (Interview SASAJA) 

 

FIGURE 1: The process of legitimation of marginalized groups and institutional change 



 

 

 


