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India is a country of great economic, social and cultural 
diversity, which is also experiencing significant contextual 
changes, which present both opportunities and challenges 
for the young people supported by Restless Development 
India and Bharatiya Yuva Shakti Trust (BYST, YBI’s 
member in India). In understanding how contextual 
factors affect ‘what works’ in supporting under-served 
young entrepreneurs, it is important to remember that 
‘context is not a stable phenomenon!’

Entrepreneurship can be a powerful tool in these 
communities, to empower young people and give them 
opportunities that they would otherwise struggle to secure.

Youth Business International, Restless Development 
India and BYST undertook a workshop to understand the 
context-specific challenges faced by under-served young 
entrepreneurs across India, and make recommendations 
on how to better support them more effectively 
in overcoming these challenges. The workshop 
was attended by staff from the Tamil Nadu, Delhi, 
Hyderabad, Western Region and Assam offices of BYST, 
and the Delhi, Raxaul, Deoghar, Chennai, Tiruvallur, 
Vellore and Alangayam offices of Restless Development 
India (& Restless Development international), plus 
representatives from YBI’s member in Sri Lanka and  
War Child Afghanistan, to give insights into the wider 
regional context. 

The workshop was based on the Contexts Framework,  
a tool developed through a partnership between YBI, War 
Child UK and Restless Development, which aims to better 
understand how challenges faced by young entrepreneurs 
vary across different contexts.

Introduction

Workshop participants enjoying an ‘energiser’ activity 
between sessions.

Dominique Airey, YBI’s Head of Business Development, and 
Rex Joshua, Restless Development’s International M&E 
Manager, getting to know each other through an ‘icebreaker’.
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The workshop helped provide a nuanced understanding 
of the highly diverse contexts experienced by young 
entrepreneurs operating within different parts of India, 
and used this nuanced understanding to generate 
practical recommendations for supporting young people 
to start and grow businesses, based on the participants’ 
real life experiences.
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Key findings

Situation of youth
Participants felt that civic and political participation among 
young people is low. They are apathetic about political 
engagement as they’ve lost faith in the process, and 
deficient in life skills, like decision making, problem solving, 
and leadership. Indeed, responding to these challenges is a 
core part of Restless Development’s work2!

It was suggested that, like women, young people are ‘glorified 
in speeches’, but in ‘real life’, when they try and apply for 
jobs and bank loans, they are not taken seriously, because 
they don’t have ‘grey hair, a bald head, and a pot belly’!  

In addition, youth bodies in India tend to be headed 
by older people, meaning youth are not represented in 
decision making on issues close to their hearts. 

Parents are heavily involved in decision making around 
key life choices, like career and marriage, and put a lot of 
pressure on young people to achieve, both academically 
and in terms of extra-curricular activities.

Overall, it was felt that it was difficult to use the data in the 
Contexts Framework practically, as it didn’t show the root 
causes of issues.

1. Institutional context was also seen as very important, but due to time constraints, we were only able to explore 3 dimensions.
2. It’s important to note that while BYST’s focus is supporting young entrepreneurs, as highlighted above, Restless Development works across 3 core areas, 

namely Sexual and Reproductive Health, Livelihoods, and Civic Participation

After brainstorming the key opportunities and constraints faced by young people wanting to start a business in 
India, participants were asked to decide which three dimensions of context they considered to be most important, 
for further exploration1:

Recommendations
The last election was very successful in combatting the 
low youth voting rate by targeting youth who don’t vote 
through social media channels – we can apply this 
approach to our work in encouraging young people to 
explore entrepreneurship as an option.

It’s important to have mechanisms in place that recognise 
youth success – organisations could implement local 

versions of YBI’s global Young Entrepreneur Awards, but 
even something as simple as giving youth certificates 
at each stage of the entrepreneurial journey acts as an 
incentive to keep going!

Restless Development’s youth led research approach 
involves training young people themselves to undertake 
market research – this really helps ‘get under the skin’ of 
the opportunities/constraints faced by young people in 
the targeted communities. 

“It was interesting to learn that a majority of the 
South Asian participants considered their parents 
to be their most important persons in their lives!”  

(Workshop participant)
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Human capital
Under this dimension, participants explored the extent to 
which the education situation in India acted as an enabler 
or a constraint for young entrepreneurs, and the extent to 
which health issues and ‘brain drain’ posed barriers.

“Due to lack of education, 
young entrepreneurs  
can be exploited by 
local money-lenders and  
‘middle-men’, charging  
fees to complete the 
administrative aspects  
of the start-up process.” 
(Workshop participant)

In addition to the issue highlighted below, it was felt that 
India’s education system suffers from a lack of focus on 
innovation, while entrepreneurship is conspicuously absent 
from the curriculum. 

Lack of ‘buffers’ to fall back on3 in the event of a household 
health crisis were seen as a major factor behind the lack of 
risk taking culture in India (see below).

‘Brain drain’ (i.e. the most educated members migrating 
away) was indeed seen as an issue, both within the 
country, in the shape of rural-urban migration, and on an 

Recommendations
Restless Development runs career fairs, allowing  
face-to-face communication, which is helpful for 
youth with literacy issues who can’t access information 
online or in the form of literature.

Restless Development delivers interventions in teacher 
training colleges – training teachers in the delivery of 
life skills. This has significant multiplier effects. Rather 
than just focusing on youth, this could be expanded to 
cover innovation and attitude to enterprise.

3. For example, if you were employed by a company, you would often get health insurance as part of your package

international scale. Encouragingly, however, participants 
also cited a trend of ‘reverse brain drain’, whereby 
members of the diaspora are returning to India as a result 
of increased market opportunities.

Finally, it was suggested that the framework should include 
additional data on the extent to which a context was 
‘meritocratic’, and that secondary data on government 
spending on education and healthcare doesn’t necessarily 
reflect what actually ends up getting spent. 

“Over the course of the week I learnt that risk 
aversion could be linked to family size and the 

number of dependents, which means Sexual 
Reproductive Health education assumes an 

inalienable part in livelihoods education.” 
(Workshop participant)

Workshop participants brainstorming opportunities & constraints.
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4. The Marwadi community originate from Rajasthan, but are now located all over the country.

Culture 
A key point that came out of this session was the variety  
of cultural attitudes towards entrepreneurship within India. 

The Gujaratis and Marwadis4, and the chetti community  
in Tamil Nadu, expose their youth to entrepreneurship from 
a young age, and attach high status to entrepreneurs 
– they are seen to have a good lifestyle, being able 
to provide for themselves and their families, with the 
freedom to ‘be their own boss’, as well as providing 
employment for others.

“Young people in these  
areas want a big income,  
like you can only get  
from entrepreneurship,  
not a ‘standard salary’” 
(Workshop participant)

Among other communities, entrepreneurship is seen 
as a risky option, and there is a strong ‘fear of failure’, 
particularly due to pressure to support the family (as per 
above), as well as the mentality that ‘once you fail once, 
that’s it – you don’t try anything else!’

However, it was also suggested that more young people 
are becoming attracted to the idea of starting their own 
business, but they are lacking in understanding of the 
challenges it entails in reality – they see entrepreneurship 
as providing ‘easy money’!

Lack of awareness/positive perception around 
entrepreneurship derives from its lack of prominence in 
the media and the education system (i.e. backing up the 
findings under ‘human capital’) – participants stressed the 
lack of availability of courses on entrepreneurship even at 
college level/in international institutions. While commerce/
management courses exist, they are seen as too 
theoretical, while students ‘only study to get good marks’.

Female participants in the workshop were asked 
whether they would rather marry a government 
worker or an entrepreneur (assuming both earned 
the same salary).

Responses were mixed – many highlighted that their 
families would push them to choose the government 
worker, but some suggested they would opt for the 
entrepreneur, for a more adventurous life. And one 
commented, “If you were to ask a Marwari family, 
they would reply [of the entrepreneur] ‘what is his 
projected turnover?’”

Recommendations
Involve those who influence the perceptions and 
decisions of youth, such as parents and teachers – get 
everyone together, and ask the young people to share 
their dreams and the teachers/parents to explain what 
their objections are, so they can start to understand 
each other better. Family plays such a major role in 
Asian culture – you need to get them ‘on side’.

Use the reality show trend to promote youth 
entrepreneurship – bring shows like ‘Dragon’s Den’ 
and ‘The Apprentice’ to India.

Make more use of role models to inspire  
young people: when you hold an event, invite a 
successful local entrepreneur to be the chief guest, rather 
than a politician or a film star – but remember, they may 
not be such natural speakers, so you will have to give 
them a briefing, encouraging them to ‘talk from the heart’.

Workshop participants listening to their colleagues present 
thoughts on the cultural context in India. 
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Entrepreneur profile

Bharatiya Yuva Shakti Trust (BYST)
Work with 18-35 year olds – this age group is seen as having 
the ‘greatest disadvantage’ (in terms of barriers to accessing 
finance, for example), coupled with the ‘strongest potential’. 
They target the ‘missing middle’ – potential entrepreneurs 
who fall between traditional microfinance/start-up support 

and SME/venture capital support, who risk being ‘left out’. 
They feel that this is how they can make the biggest impact, 
through multiplier effects, while this decision also helps them 
differentiate themselves in the market, making it easier to 
raise the organisation’s profile and attract resources. 

Restless Development
Target 10-30 year olds, and implement different 
interventions with different sub-groups: 10-14 year olds 
are provided with basic life skills, and 26-30 year olds 
are provided with supplementary support to help them 

sustain employment/in their role as parents etc. but 
Restless Development do the majority of their livelihoods 
work with 15-25 year olds, as they consider to be a 
‘crucial life stage’. 

Motivation for young entrepreneurs in India
Overall, entrepreneurs in the Indian context still tend 
to be ‘necessity driven’, but this is changing over time. 
Increasing numbers of ‘opportunity driven’5 entrepreneurs 
are attracted by factors such as greater flexibility in working 
hours; reduced startup/overhead costs due to technological 
developments; the idea of ‘pursuing their personal passion’; 

the ‘social enterprise’ movement. Returnees from the 
diaspora in particular fall into this category. Workshop 
participants also highlighted another category to consider 
when thinking about entrepreneur motivation: ‘generational 
driven’ entrepreneurs, who inherit either an actual business, 
or at least the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ from their families. 

What about ‘non-youth’?
Older community members are able to access the 
facilities available at Restless Development’s Community 
Resource Centres – this is considered essential as this 
helps overcome issues systemically at the family level. 
BYST are considering working with those aged above 35, 

as they have identified a new generation of mid-career 
professionals looking to venture into entrepreneurship, 
and would also like to ‘provide a second chance’ to 
entrepreneurs who were not successful first time round. 

Context is not just about the environment you operate in – you also need to consider the specific needs of those you’re 
targeting – as the workshop participants stressed, ‘one size does not fit all!’

5. These are the classifications of entrepreneur motivation used in the Framework, drawing on the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, see www.gemconsortium.org

Workshop participants with their certificates.

www.gemconsortium.org
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Young entrepreneur workshop
We held workshops with young entrepreneurs supported by BYST and Restless Development’s Tamil Nadu teams. These 
sought to validate the findings of the workshop with staff in terms of (i) the opportunities and constraints experienced by 
young entrepreneurs, and (ii) ‘what works’ in terms of helping them to maximise opportunities/overcome constraints.

Some of the key findings were as follows: 

Opportunities: Those operating in rural Tamil Nadu noticed that people had to travel to the nearest big city in 
order to find services like taxis and invitation card printing, while a young lady who worked as a software engineer, 
noticed that the Government lacked understanding of software issues, suggesting the need for a consultancy 
business to provide support. One participant highlighted that being young ‘actually worked in my favour – as an 18 
year old bachelor, I had no commitments or dependents!’

Challenges: Participants cited a wide variety of challenges. Those operating in rural communities highlighted 
issues with customers constantly asking for discounts/’freebies’ as ‘everyone knows us!’, while one entrepreneur 
reported that when he’d asked for a bank loan to expand his business he was told ‘you’re ok, your business is ok, 
but your village has a bad reputation for paying back loans, so we can’t help you!’ Young people running businesses 
with a strong technological component stressed the lack of relevant training opportunities locally, which makes it 
difficult for them to keep their technical knowledge up to date– ‘they have this kind of thing in Bangalore, but not 
here in Tamil Nadu!’ 

Most valued support: The two most cited forms of support were (i) support from family, and (ii) access to 
finance (whether for start-up or expansion), while one BYST entrepreneur stressed that he had benefited from ‘the 
perfect mentor’.

Support gaps: Again, (further) financial support was commonly mentioned here; other requests were for training in 
‘how to do advertising’ and ‘policy reform by the government’ to support young entrepreneurs. 

Young entrepreneur supported by BYST who had started an 
ice-cream business. 

Young entrepreneurs supported by Restless Development. 
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About the research
The Contexts Framework6 includes 3 modules and sub-
dimensions as demonstrated in Figure A. The framework 
was developed through three phases of research, 
consultation and testing, and workshop participants were 
encouraged to select the dimensions that most strongly 
influence the impact they can have in their local context.

In August 2014, Youth Business International conducted 
workshops with young entrepreneurs and staff at Restless 
Development and Bharatiya Yuva Shakti Trust (YBI’s 
member in India), with additional representative from 
Youth Business Sri Lanka and War Child Afghanistan, to 
bring a regional perspective. The workshops took place in 
Chennai, India. The young entrepreneur workshops were 
held in the style of Focus Group Discussions. Findings 
were triangulated through a questionnaire, administered 
via telephone. 

The research utilised YBI’s Context Framework, 
developed in partnership; with War Child UK and Restless 
Development. The Contexts Framework is a tool designed 
to help key stakeholders in the youth entrepreneurship 
sector to:

• Understand how programme delivery needs to be 
adapted to operating contexts to maximise impact 

• Share good practice and lessons learned more 
systematically across different operating contexts 

• Allocate resources to support youth 
entrepreneurship most effectively in  
different contexts

6. Read more information about the Contexts Framework at http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/8565.pdf and 
http://www.youthbusiness.org/ybi-and-consortium-partners-launch-field-research-to-boost-understanding-of-context-on-youth-entrepreneurship-success/

Where I work

• Conflict level
• Economic development and deprivation
• Degree of urbanisation
• Institutional context
• Cultural perceptions of entrepreneurship
• Discrimination
• Human Capital
• Infrastructure
• Situation of youth
• Climate/Environmental issues

Who I work with

• Entrepreneur motivation
• Stage of enterprise development
• Ethnicity
• Age Group
• Gender

How I work

• Scale (number of staff, offices, area of operation, 
numbers served)

• Organisational capacity (inc. strengths  
and weakness)

Figure A

http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/8565.pdf
http://www.youthbusiness.org/ybi-and-consortium-partners-launch-field-research-to-boost-understanding-of-context-on-youth-entrepreneurship-success/
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About RD India and BYST

Organisational scale and capacity 

Restless Development is a youth led development 
agency founded in 1985, working in 8 countries across Asia 
and Africa. Restless Development places young people at 
the forefront of change and development, aiming to show the 
world ‘that young people can, young people do’. 

Restless Development India, legally known as Students 
Partnership Worldwide (SPW) India Project Trust, works 
with young people between the age of 10-30 years around 
Young People and Health Rights, Livelihoods & Employment 
and Governance & Civic Participation. In the last year, the 
organisation has reached out to about 100,000 young people 
through 150 schools and communities across 6 states: Tamil 
Nadu, Bihar, Jharkhand, Odisha, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan.

The livelihoods programme is unique in that it focuses on 
helping young people develop their individual development 
goals, based on their aspirations. Restless Development India 
supports them in achieving these goals by linking them up 
with other institutions and organisations for skills training, 
through job fairs, networking with local corporations etc., as 
well as investing significantly in developing pre-employable 
skills like basic English, basic IT, financial literacy, CV 
writing, communication and negotiation skills. 

Bharatiya Yuva Shakti Trust (BYST) is a non-profit 
organisation that provides end to end support to disadvantaged 
young dynamic micro level entrepreneurs in form of – loans, 

‘Best practice’ on paper is one thing – but the kind of support 
you can actually offer is highly dependent on the scale at 
which you operate, and the capacity your organisation has!

BYST currently has 8 centres across Southern, Northern, 
Western and North East India, and employs 45 staff, with 
strong support from a pool of volunteer mentors. They 
trained more than 1,500 young entrepreneurs in 2013, 
and providing follow up support to 308. 

Restless Development has 12 offices across India (and 
is expanding rapidly!) In 2013, they supported 191 young 
people to start a business/find employment, provided pre-
employable skills training to 2,000, and reached 100,000 
in total (i.e. across all 3 programming areas). They have 
25 staff and more than 200 volunteers in India, and the 
organisation also operates in 8 other countries.

Key strengths included Restless Development’s peer 
education model and age appropriate services/materials, 
including Community Resource Centres and a Youth 
Livelihoods Toolkit; BYST’s well-developed mentoring model, 
and strong partnerships; and YBSL’s ability to constantly 
adapt training in line with the evolving context in which 
the young entrepreneurs they support are operating.

Restless Development staff presenting back to the group on 
their perceived organisational strengths. 

BYST staff from Assam and Western Region at the workshop.

business mentoring, training, networking, and marketing 
support. BYST was launched by Prince Charles in 1991.

BYST has supported over 1900 ventures, employing over 
19000 young people and has an overall success rate of 
95%. 10% of BYST supported entrepreneurs have become 
millionaires (rags to riches stories). Today BYST has urban 
and rural programmes in 7 different regions of India 
(Delhi, Chennai, Rural Tamil Nadu, Hyderabad, Faridabad, 
Pune, and rural Maharashtra). The Trust is supported and 
managed by the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) as a 
part of its corporate citizenship initiative. 

See www.bystonline.org  
and www.restlessdevelopment.org/india for more details

Constraints were identified as follows: operating in 
limited geographic areas; not being able to support 
those falling outside of defined target groups; limited 
networking; and challenges around retaining young staff/
volunteers, after having invested time and money in 
them, as ‘young people tend to shift around more!’

www.bystonline.org
www.restlessdevelopment.org/india

