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ABSTRACT

Background. The growing digitalization of global economies has
opened new pathways for economic inclusion, particularly at the
grassroots level. Traditional economic development models often fail
to reach marginalized communities due to structural barriers, limited
resources, and top-down intervention frameworks. In response, digital
social enterprises (DSEs) have emerged as transformative agents that
leverage technology to drive local entrepreneurship, community
resilience, and inclusive innovation. These enterprises utilize digital
tools such as mobile applications, blockchain, e-commerce, and social
media platforms to empower underserved populations and promote
sustainable livelihoods.

Purpose. This study aims to examine how technology-enabled social
enterprises contribute to the empowerment of grassroots economic
movements across diverse socio-economic contexts.

Method. The research adopts a qualitative multiple case study design,
analyzing six DSEs operating in Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa,
and Latin America. Data were collected through in-depth interviews
with founders and beneficiaries, field observations, and analysis of
digital engagement metrics.

Results. Findings indicate that digital social enterprises significantly
enhance economic agency at the grassroots by reducing transaction
costs, increasing market access, and facilitating peer-to-peer support
networks. Furthermore, technology fosters adaptive capacity and local
ownership, enabling communities to co-create solutions tailored to
their socio-cultural realities.

Conclusion. In conclusion, DSEs represent a viable bottom-up model
of economic empowerment where technology serves as both a tool and
a catalyst for systemic change. The study offers insights for
policymakers, educators, and development practitioners seeking to
scale inclusive, tech-driven economic solutions that bridge the digital
divide and promote social equity.
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INTRODUCTION
Technological advancement has become a defining

feature of modern economic development, reshaping the
ways communities interact, trade, and access resources
(Almeida, 2025). In particular, digital tools have created
new opportunities for economic participation by lowering
entry barriers to entrepreneurship and expanding access to
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information and markets (Borghoff, 2025). This shift is especially significant in regions where
traditional economic structures have failed to provide inclusive growth. The rise of digital platforms
has accelerated the formation of alternative economies, often rooted in local knowledge and social
cooperation (Yang, 2023). Mobile technologies, e-commerce platforms, and digital payment
systems have enabled individuals in underserved communities to bypass conventional gatekeepers
and participate directly in economic activity (Fortino, 2024). These technologies serve as gateways
to financial inclusion, skill-building, and peer-to-peer support systems.

Social enterprises have long been recognized as catalysts for addressing systemic social issues
through market-based solutions (Almeida, 2025). When combined with digital innovation, these
enterprises become more scalable, agile, and contextually adaptive. The hybrid model of digital
social enterprises (DSEs) presents an emerging framework for inclusive development that merges
entrepreneurial innovation with social impact (Hernandez, 2024). Recent studies have highlighted
the role of DSEs in transforming informal sectors, supporting women-led businesses, and
promoting localized sustainability practices (Fortino, 2024). These organizations often rely on
digital ecosystems not only to reach customers but also to build communities and strengthen social
capital. The role of technology extends beyond communication—it shapes how economic power is
distributed and how agency is exercised at the grassroots level (Kaur, 2024).

Across Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America, numerous examples
demonstrate the potential of DSEs to disrupt poverty cycles. Enterprises using digital micro-
lending, mobile marketplaces, and blockchain for traceability are helping rural and urban
marginalized groups become economically self-sufficient (Fernandez, 2025). These innovations
suggest a structural reconfiguration in the way development is driven from the bottom up.
International organizations and development agencies are increasingly recognizing the potential of
DSEs to bridge the gap between economic exclusion and innovation (Li, 2023). Policy frameworks
are being adapted to support digital entrepreneurship as a pathway to inclusive growth. However,
much of this support remains generalized and lacks localized, evidence-based insight into the
mechanisms by which technology empowers grassroots actors (Ayesha, 2021).

Despite growing interest, little is known about the specific mechanisms through which digital
social enterprises foster economic agency among marginalized communities (Charanya, 2024).
Existing research tends to focus on outcomes—such as increased income or employment—without
adequately exploring the socio-technical processes behind those results. This creates a gap in
understanding how technology shapes participation, ownership, and transformation in grassroots
economic systems (Kolengadan, 2023). Most studies on social entrepreneurship fail to distinguish
between analog and digital models, thereby neglecting the unique affordances and limitations of
technology-based interventions (Barmann, 2021). The nuances of digital design, cultural adaptation,
and user engagement in low-resource settings remain understudied. This limits our ability to
replicate or scale effective models across diverse contexts (Kim, 2025).

Empirical research often centers on formal urban enterprises, overlooking the informal,
community-based organizations that play a crucial role in grassroots resilience (Satpute, 2023).
Many of these DSEs operate without formal recognition yet make significant contributions to local
economic ecosystems. Their digital strategies, however rudimentary, merit closer examination for
their innovative use of limited resources (Lee, 2021). There is also insufficient exploration of how
digital tools reshape power relations, especially in gendered or hierarchical settings (Anbananthen,
2022). While DSEs are often praised for inclusion, little is known about whether their technological
frameworks truly democratize access or reproduce existing inequalities under new digital forms.
This conceptual gap calls for a more critical, grounded investigation (Du, 2021).
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A deeper understanding of how technology empowers grassroots economic actors is essential
for designing more inclusive development interventions. Digital tools, when integrated into socially
embedded enterprises, have the potential not only to scale impact but to reframe participation itself
(Mathur, 2024). Exploring the intersection of digital innovation and grassroots agency can reveal
transformative models of economic organization. This study seeks to investigate how digital social
enterprises enable marginalized communities to build sustainable economic systems from the
bottom up (Li, 2023). Through qualitative case studies of DSEs in varied regional contexts, the
research aims to uncover the processes, strategies, and design features that facilitate empowerment,
resilience, and collective action at the grassroots level (Mirsky, 2021).

The hypothesis guiding this research is that DSEs are not merely intermediaries delivering
digital solutions, but co-creators of new socio-economic realities. Technology, when aligned with
local values and capabilities, becomes a participatory tool for systemic change rather than a top-
down instrument of intervention. By examining this dynamic, the study contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of digital inclusion in community development.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative research design using a multiple case study approach to
explore the role of technology in empowering grassroots economic movements through digital
social enterprises (DSEs). The qualitative design was chosen to capture the nuanced and
contextualized experiences of individuals and communities engaged in DSEs, focusing on the
socio-technical interactions that define their work. The multiple case study method enabled
comparative analysis across regions and enterprise types, allowing for both depth and breadth in the
data interpretation (Dhiman, 2025).

The research population consisted of digital social enterprises operating in economically
marginalized regions across Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America. The sample
included six purposefully selected DSEs that had demonstrated measurable social impact and relied
heavily on digital technologies in their operations (Kumar, 2025). Within each case, respondents
included enterprise founders, staff, and community beneficiaries, totaling 36 participants across all
sites. The selection criteria emphasized diversity in enterprise models (e.g., digital microfinance,
mobile marketplaces, blockchain-based cooperatives) and regional contexts to ensure
representativeness.

Data collection instruments included semi-structured interview guides, digital ethnographic
observation protocols, and document analysis templates. Interviews were designed to explore
participants’ perceptions of empowerment, technology use, and social impact, while observations
focused on digital interaction patterns, technological infrastructure, and user engagement (Solkhe,
2024). Supplementary materials such as organizational reports, social media analytics, and user
feedback forms were collected to triangulate and validate findings.

The research procedure began with a pre-fieldwork literature review to establish theoretical
parameters and case selection criteria. Ethical clearance was obtained from the researchers’
institutional review board, and informed consent was secured from all participants. Fieldwork was
conducted over a six-month period through a combination of virtual interviews, remote platform
access, and digital trace analysis. All qualitative data were coded using NVivo software and
analyzed thematically to identify recurring patterns, contradictions, and innovations in how DSEs
leverage technology for grassroots empowerment.
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Result

The descriptive data reveal that each of the three regions studied—Southeast Asia, Sub-
Saharan Africa, and Latin America—was represented by two digital social enterprises (DSESs). The
average number of users reached by each DSE varied, with Latin America having the highest reach
at 6,100 users, followed by Southeast Asia (5,500) and Sub-Saharan Africa (4,300). Each region
also showed a distinctive use of technology suited to local digital infrastructure: mobile apps were
dominant in Southeast Asia, SMS and USSD codes in Sub-Saharan Africa, and e-commerce
platforms in Latin America.

Table 1. Descriptive Data of Digital Social Enterprises (DSES) by Region

Average Number of

Region Number of DSEs Users Reached Dominant Technology
Southeast Asia 2 5,500 Mobile Applications
Sub-Saharan Africa 2 4,300 SMS and USSD Codes

Latin America 2 6,100 E-commerce Platforms

Primary sectors of operation also differed across contexts. DSEs in Southeast Asia focused
primarily on agriculture, facilitating farmer-to-market transactions and digital weather advisory
systems. In Sub-Saharan Africa, DSEs centered on microfinance and mobile savings, leveraging
SMS for low-literacy environments. In Latin America, digital platforms helped artisan groups
market traditional crafts globally. These variations highlight the contextual tailoring of digital tools
in relation to both sectoral needs and technological accessibility.

Differences in digital tool deployment illustrate how technological adaptation is closely tied
to regional infrastructural realities and user needs. High smartphone penetration in Southeast Asia
enabled the use of mobile applications, while low-bandwidth environments in Sub-Saharan Africa
necessitated SMS-based solutions. Latin American DSEs capitalized on relatively stable internet
access to develop online storefronts and integrate secure payment systems. The diversity of sectors
served by DSEs further demonstrates how digital platforms are not bound to a singular economic
function but can be flexibly applied to a range of grassroots industries. Whether used to track farm
output, manage peer-to-peer lending, or facilitate artisan exports, digital technology acts as an
enabling infrastructure that connects marginalized communities with broader markets and networks.

Qualitative accounts from the six DSEs indicate that digital technology also plays a critical
role in knowledge dissemination and trust-building within communities. Mobile apps in Southeast
Asia included embedded agricultural tutorials and advisory chatbots. USSD-based platforms in Sub-
Saharan Africa allowed users to query loan balances and receive financial literacy messages in local
languages. E-commerce portals in Latin America offered training resources and feedback
mechanisms for seller reputation. The DSEs further reported that their digital presence enabled
wider reach than was possible through traditional offline community meetings or manual
operations. Online dashboards and mobile alerts kept users informed of market prices, product
availability, and cooperative decisions. This real-time connectivity fostered a sense of inclusion and
co-ownership of enterprise goals.

The inferential statistics suggest substantial economic gains following digital integration. In
Southeast Asia, average monthly income among DSE beneficiaries rose from USD 75 to USD 143.
Sub-Saharan Africa saw an increase from USD 62 to USD 120, while Latin America showed the
largest increase, from USD 80 to USD 156. These gains reflect improved access to markets, more
efficient transactions, and increased pricing power for producers and artisans. Reported levels of

103 JSSUT | Vol. 3| No. 3| 2025



Digital Social Enterprises: How Technology Empowers Grassroots Economic Movements | Research Papers

community participation also increased significantly. Southeast Asia reported a 48% increase, Sub-
Saharan Africa 52%, and Latin America 61%. These numbers support the claim that DSEs not only
drive financial inclusion but also catalyze stronger collective engagement by integrating users into
decision-making and feedback processes via digital platforms.

61%

i %

Southeast Asia 48% 92%
Improved market access and
transactions
Sub-Saharan Africa
Enhanced pricing power for
producers
Latin America

Stronger collective engagement
via digital platforms

Figure 1. Economic Gains and Community Participation Post-Digital Integration

Correlations emerge between the nature of digital tools used and the extent of economic and
social impact. E-commerce platforms in Latin America, which offered the highest user control and
global market exposure, were associated with the greatest gains in income and participation.
Conversely, SMS-based models, while simpler, still yielded substantial improvements due to their
broad accessibility and cultural resonance. Digital literacy also plays a mediating role in how
technology affects empowerment outcomes. Communities with prior exposure to digital
communication—such as those using mobile phones for personal banking or messaging—adopt
DSE platforms more quickly and derive greater benefit. This finding suggests that technical
effectiveness is amplified when embedded within existing digital behaviors.

A case study of a DSE in rural Indonesia revealed how mobile applications enabled rice
farmers to access real-time price information, compare local buyers, and coordinate collective
bargaining. The app also featured weather forecasting and pest control guidance, which helped
reduce harvest losses. As a result, farmers reported increased profits and reduced dependence on
middlemen. In Kenya, a microfinance DSE utilized a USSD platform to allow low-income women
to create savings groups, apply for rotating credit, and receive SMS reminders on repayment dates.
Participants appreciated the anonymity, efficiency, and simplicity of the system, especially in
patriarchal settings where women’s financial autonomy is often constrained.

These case studies confirm that digital tools, when appropriately localized, serve as catalysts
for economic independence and social agency. They not only improve access to resources but
redefine how marginalized individuals engage with institutional structures, including markets,
banks, and cooperatives. Technology thereby enables relational shifts in power, not just
transactional benefits. The flexibility and responsiveness of digital systems further enable DSEs to
iterate and adapt based on community feedback. Farmers in Indonesia contributed ideas for new app
features, while Kenyan women co-designed savings modules that aligned with cultural norms. This
participatory design reinforces user ownership and sustained engagement.

104 JSSUT | Vol. 3| No. 3| 2025



Digital Social Enterprises: How Technology Empowers Grassroots Economic Movements | Research Papers

Digital social enterprises demonstrate that technology, when strategically deployed, can
transform grassroots economies from reactive to proactive systems. The evidence suggests that
DSEs do not merely provide access but reconfigure the pathways through which agency,
cooperation, and innovation emerge among economically marginalized groups. Findings affirm the
hypothesis that technology serves not only as a tool but as a facilitator of social transformation.
DSEs that engage communities in co-creation processes and adapt to local realities are uniquely
positioned to foster economic inclusion that is both scalable and sustainable.

Discussion

The study reveals that digital social enterprises (DSEs) significantly enhance grassroots
economic movements by facilitating access to markets, improving income levels, and strengthening
community participation. Digital tools used by these enterprises—such as mobile apps, SMS
systems, and e-commerce platforms—serve not only as transaction enablers but also as platforms
for education, organization, and trust-building (Calzada, 2023). The increase in income and user
participation across all three studied regions affirms the transformative potential of DSEs. The
findings show that localized adaptation of technology is critical. Each region’s DSEs used digital
strategies aligned with the available infrastructure and cultural conditions, ranging from high-tech
mobile applications to low-bandwidth SMS systems (Abubakar, 2025). These tools supported
sector-specific needs, including agriculture, microfinance, and artisan production, allowing
communities to reclaim economic agency.

Data from the field also indicate that DSEs promote not only economic inclusion but also
civic empowerment. Through participatory design and community-driven feedback loops, users
became co-creators of digital solutions, strengthening ownership and long-term engagement
(Cenere, 2025). These dynamics contributed to both material gains and symbolic shifts in
community power structures. Digital platforms facilitated horizontal peer networks among users,
enabling collaboration, collective bargaining, and mutual learning. As a result, DSEs acted as
catalysts for ecosystem-level transformation rather than merely service providers, establishing
digitally mediated spaces where marginal voices could organize and flourish (Zhen, 2022).

This research expands the existing literature by positioning DSEs as socio-technical agents
rather than merely digital service models. The role of digital inclusion in improving access to
information and finance, this study reveals deeper impacts related to community participation and
empowerment. DSEs are shown to influence not only economic transactions but also power
relations within communities (Hassan, 2020). Unlike mainstream studies that assess digital impact
using metrics like financial return or app downloads, this study integrates community voices,
focusing on qualitative experiences of inclusion, ownership, and social change. The use of multiple
case studies across culturally diverse regions enriches the empirical understanding of how digital
tools function under different constraints (Cenere, 2025).

Findings also contrast with prior literature that often views digital transformation as top-
down. The grassroots approach employed by DSEs—where technology is co-developed or locally
adapted—challenges the assumption that innovation flows only from institutions to individuals
(Wang, 2020). This study suggests the reverse is equally valid and potentially more sustainable. In
contrast to development technology literature that emphasizes scalability through standardization,
this research underscores the importance of contextualization (Dasgupta, 2025). The most impactful
DSEs were those that embedded their technology into local narratives, practices, and identities—an
insight that problematizes one-size-fits-all models of digital inclusion (Treece, 2020).
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The results point to a shift in the discourse of empowerment—from access to agency. DSEs
are not simply expanding participation by making digital tools available; they are reshaping the
terms of engagement by giving communities control over how technology is used, interpreted, and
evolved (Poupko, 2022). This signals a redefinition of grassroots development in the digital age.
Empowerment in this context is relational, situated within peer networks and co-creation processes
rather than externally delivered services. Technology becomes the infrastructure for social
cooperation, where power is distributed across nodes of interaction rather than centralized in
institutions. This marks a significant move away from linear models of aid and support (Muldoon,
2022).

The findings suggest that DSEs contribute to a cultural shift where being connected digitally
is linked to being empowered socially and economically. Communities begin to see themselves not
just as recipients of aid or markets for products but as producers of value and knowledge. This self-
perception feeds into wider cycles of innovation and resilience (Lynch, 2020). The emergence of
grassroots digital networks also signals that traditional models of capacity building need
reimagining. Communities are not waiting for formal interventions—they are building systems
organically (Wang, 2020). This challenges educators, policymakers, and NGOs to shift from
delivering solutions to enabling ecosystems.

These findings have significant implications for development practitioners, educators, and
policymakers seeking to foster inclusive growth through digital transformation. DSEs show that
impact is maximized when technology is participatory, locally relevant, and embedded in everyday
practice (Poupko, 2022). This calls for a rethinking of digital inclusion strategies to go beyond
access and infrastructure. Policymakers must consider regulatory frameworks that protect and
support grassroots innovators. Legal recognition of informal digital cooperatives, investment in
community tech literacy, and support for digital commons are critical next steps. Without such
measures, the growth of DSEs may remain limited to isolated successes (Hassan, 2020).

Educators and institutions should adapt curricula and training programs to prepare community
members for digital leadership (Ghosal, 2025). Empowerment cannot be sustained without
education that matches the fluid, community-centered nature of digital innovation. DSEs offer live
laboratories for applied learning and participatory research. Funding mechanisms should prioritize
ecosystem-building over isolated startups (Lynch, 2020). The success of DSEs is tied to their ability
to create interconnected value chains across producers, consumers, and supporters. Supporting such
infrastructure demands long-term, flexible financing rather than short-term, output-focused grants.

The outcomes observed in this study stem from the convergence of three key factors:
technological accessibility, cultural relevance, and participatory design. Where these elements
aligned, DSEs were able to produce not just outputs, but transformations (Oyekanmi, 2024). Users
engaged not only as consumers but as contributors and decision-makers. The use of localized
tools—whether apps or SMS—reflected sensitivity to infrastructural and literacy constraints. This
ensured that technology was not alienating but empowering (P6tzsch, 2022). By embedding tools
within local languages and norms, DSEs reduced barriers to adoption and encouraged organic use.

The participatory design processes employed by DSEs cultivated a sense of ownership that
was critical for long-term sustainability. Community members shaped feature development, chose
service priorities, and evaluated outcomes (Hjorthén, 2022). This continual dialogue fostered trust
and innovation from within. The regional variations in outcomes were largely shaped by the depth
of digital literacy and community cohesion. Regions with prior exposure to informal organizing and
peer-based knowledge sharing showed faster uptake and stronger impact (Rasillo, 2021). This
highlights the importance of social capital as a mediator of technological success.
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Stakeholders must now prioritize building support ecosystems around DSEs, focusing on
infrastructure, legal policy, and digital citizenship education. DSEs have proven their value at the
grassroots level, but scaling impact requires institutional responsiveness without compromising
local ownership. Research should explore how DSE models can be applied in urban slums, refugee
communities, and post-conflict zones. These contexts demand new thinking around resilience and
cooperation, and DSEs may offer templates for bottom-up reconstruction that blend technology
with human solidarity.

Investors and governments must recognize the value of hybrid enterprises that measure
success not solely in revenue but in empowerment metrics. Funding evaluations should incorporate
social return indicators such as participation levels, user-led innovation, and ecosystem effects.
Future inquiries should also examine the ethical dimensions of DSEs—how data is governed, who
controls algorithms, and what power relations emerge within digital systems. Only through
ongoing, critical engagement can digital technology serve as a true catalyst for equitable grassroots
transformation

CONCLUSION

The most distinctive finding of this study is that digital social enterprises (DSEs) do more
than extend technological access—they reconfigure grassroots economic agency by embedding
participation, feedback, and localized innovation within digital systems. Unlike traditional
development interventions, DSEs empower users not only as beneficiaries but as co-designers of
digital solutions, leading to sustained engagement, adaptive resilience, and measurable
improvements in income and community participation.

This research contributes conceptually by framing DSEs as socio-technical ecosystems rather
than isolated digital interventions. The proposed framework captures how digital platforms, when
culturally embedded and participatory in design, catalyze decentralized and inclusive forms of
economic organization. The study also offers methodological value through its integration of cross-
regional case studies, combining qualitative narratives with secondary statistical insights to model
technology-enabled empowerment in low-resource environments.

The study is limited by its qualitative scope and small sample size, which restrict
generalizability across broader geographies or enterprise types. Future research should adopt mixed-
methods or longitudinal designs to assess long-term outcomes, scalability, and the evolving
relationship between digital tools and socio-political structures. Investigating the intersection of
digital governance, platform cooperativism, and algorithmic accountability within DSEs will also
be critical to understanding their broader implications for equity and systemic transformation.
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