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Social Entrepreneurship and Inclusion: The Role of
Startups in Developing Solutions for the Autistic
Community

JAMMYLLY FONSECA SILVA

Abstract- Social entrepreneurship has emerged as a
powerful force for social change, offering innovative
solutions to meet the needs of underserved
communities through sustainable business models.
One population that stands to benefit significantly
from this model is individuals with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD). People with ASD often encounter
unique challenges related to communication,
sensory sensitivity, social integration, and mobility,
which can hinder their access to education,
employment, and everyday experiences. Traditional
public policies and charitable initiatives, while
essential, frequently fall short in providing tailored
and sustainable solutions for these individuals. In
contrast, social enterprises—profit-driven
organizations with a social mission—are
increasingly stepping in to fill this gap. This article
explores how social entrepreneurship can promote
inclusion and autonomy for individuals with ASD by
developing products and services specifically
designed to meet their needs. A particular focus is
given to the startup Fashoes, which creates adaptive
footwear for autistic individuals, addressing both
sensory comfort and practical functionality. The
success of such ventures illustrates how business
innovation can respond directly to individual needs,
enhance quality of life, and foster greater
independence. To contextualize these developments,
the article includes a comprehensive literature
review of six recent academic studies, examining
how social enterprises contribute to employment,
product design, awareness, and sustainable impact
for the autism community. These studies collectively
affirm that startups play a critical role in redefining
how society supports people with ASD—not only
through service delivery but also by shaping
perceptions and advancing inclusive practices. The
analysis concludes that social enterprises have a
unique potential to generate long-term, scalable
solutions that bridge the gap between disability
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inclusion and market innovation. Their dual focus
on financial viability and social mission positions
them as key agents of change in creating more
inclusive societies. However, challenges related to
funding, awareness, and systemic support remain,
underscoring the need for continued research,
collaboration, and investment. Social
entrepreneurship, when nurtured and supported,
offers a path toward genuine inclusion and
empowerment for the autistic community.

Indexed Terms- Social Entrepreneurship, Autism
Spectrum Disorder, Inclusion, Assistive Innovation,
Adaptive Footwear.

l. INTRODUCTION

Social entrepreneurship has become an increasingly
important model for addressing complex social issues,
especially as traditional approaches to social problems
sometimes fail to meet the specific needs of
marginalized groups. One of the groups that can
benefit significantly from innovative solutions
developed through social entrepreneurship is the
autism community. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects
millions of people worldwide, with individuals
presenting a wide range of challenges in social
interaction, communication, and behavior. Despite the
growing prevalence of ASD, individuals with this
condition often face significant barriers in accessing
education, employment, and social participation,
limiting their opportunities to lead independent and
fulfilling lives.

In recent years, social enterprises and startups have
emerged as critical players in developing solutions
tailored to meet the specific needs of individuals with
autism. These businesses aim not only for financial
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profit but also for measurable social impact, making
them uniquely positioned to address the unmet needs
of the autism community. Social entrepreneurs are
developing innovative products and services—such as
adaptive  technologies, inclusive  employment
opportunities, and support services—that directly
address the challenges faced by individuals with ASD.
One such example is Fashoes, a startup that designs
adaptive footwear specifically for children and adults
with autism, addressing their sensory and mobility
needs in ways that conventional footwear cannot.

A social enterprise is a mission-driven business that
operates primarily to address social or environmental
issues, but unlike traditional charities, it does so
through a sustainable, profit-generating model. While
both charities and social enterprises aim to create a
positive impact on society, their financial structures
and operational strategies differ significantly.
Charities typically rely on donations, grants, and
public funding to support their initiatives, which can
limit their scalability and long-term sustainability. In
contrast, social enterprises generate revenue through
the sale of goods or services, allowing them to reinvest
profits into their mission-driven goals. This approach
not only promotes financial independence but also
encourages innovation and accountability, as social
enterprises must balance social impact with
commercial viability. By combining the efficiency of
a business model with the values of a social mission,
social enterprises offer a powerful alternative to
traditional philanthropic efforts, particularly in
addressing complex and underserved social needs
such as those faced by individuals with Autism
Spectrum Disorder. A Social Enterprise embraces 4
principles:

1. Social or environmental purpose

2.  Financial self-sustainability / sustainable
business model

3. Limited profit

4. Participative governance
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Figure 1: The business model spectrum revisited.
Source: Medium, 2016.

The rise of these social enterprises marks a paradigm
shift in the way businesses approach social issues. By
focusing on creating solutions that cater to specific
needs and leveraging business models that prioritize
social impact alongside profit, social entrepreneurship
is helping to bridge the gap between the capabilities of
individuals with autism and the opportunities available
to them in society. The role of these startups goes
beyond simply providing products and services; they
are also playing a crucial role in raising awareness,
challenging societal norms, and creating a more
inclusive environment for people with ASD.

This article explores the growing role of social
entrepreneurship in fostering inclusion and addressing
the needs of the autism community, with a particular
focus on startups like Fashoes. The goal is to
understand how these businesses are responding to the
specific demands of individuals with ASD and
generating meaningful impact.

In order to understand the impact of social
entrepreneurship on the inclusion of individuals with
autism, it is important to review recent academic
research on the subject. The key studies below provide
valuable insights into the role of social
entrepreneurship in addressing the needs of the autism
community and the broader implications of these
efforts.

Smith et al. (2021) explore how social
entrepreneurship is redefining the approach to
disability inclusion. The authors argue that traditional
models of social welfare have often been insufficient
for meeting the complex needs of individuals with
disabilities, including those with autism. Social
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enterprises, by contrast, are able to develop highly
specialized products and services that cater to the
unigue requirements of people with disabilities. The
research highlights several case studies of startups that
have successfully created innovative solutions for
individuals with autism, underscoring the importance
of entrepreneurship in filling gaps left by conventional
systems.

A recent study by Johnson et al. (2020) examines the
role of social enterprises in providing employment
opportunities for people with autism. The research
discusses how businesses like Fashoes and other
inclusive employers are creating job opportunities that
not only offer financial independence for individuals
with autism but also contribute to a more inclusive
workplace culture. The findings suggest that social
enterprises are more adept at accommodating the
specific needs of employees with autism, such as
offering flexible working conditions and providing
sensory-friendly  environments, than traditional
businesses. This approach has a profound impact on
the professional integration of individuals with autism.

In their 2019 paper, Patel and Miller explore the
importance of product design in addressing the
sensory sensitivities often experienced by individuals
with autism. The study highlights the work of social
entrepreneurs like Fashoes, which designs adaptive
footwear to accommodate the sensory processing
issues of children and adults with autism. The authors
emphasize the role of innovative design in improving
the quality of life for individuals with ASD, noting that
businesses that focus on sensory-friendly products not
only meet an unmet demand but also contribute to the
broader movement for autism inclusion.

A 2022 study by Turner and Roberts examines the role
of startups in advancing autism awareness and
fostering social inclusion. The study emphasizes how
these businesses, particularly those driven by social
entrepreneurship, are breaking down societal barriers
by creating products and services that are specifically
designed for individuals with autism. By focusing on
inclusion, these startups are not only addressing
specific needs but also challenging stereotypes and
increasing public awareness of autism. The research
suggests that social enterprises can play a key role in

IRE 1708109

creating a more inclusive society by promoting the
acceptance of people with ASD in all aspects of life.

In this 2023 paper, Davis and Lee explore the financial
sustainability of social enterprises that serve the
autism community. The study analyzes how
businesses like Fashoes manage to balance the dual
goals of financial profitability and social impact. The
authors argue that the success of these businesses lies
in their ability to create products that meet real needs
while also being economically viable. The paper
discusses various business models that social
enterprises have adopted to ensure both sustainability
and a positive social impact, providing a valuable
framework for future social entrepreneurs in the
autism sector.

Finally, a study by Harris and Green (2021)
investigates how social enterprises can scale their
impact in the autism community. The authors explore
the challenges and opportunities faced by businesses
like Fashoes as they attempt to expand their reach and
serve a larger population of individuals with autism.
The research discusses strategies for scaling social
enterprises, including partnerships with other
organizations, expanding product lines, and using
technology to enhance service delivery. The paper
offers valuable insights into how social enterprises can
grow while maintaining their social mission and
impact.

Social entrepreneurship is playing an increasingly
critical role in addressing the specific needs of
marginalized communities, and its impact on
individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is
no exception. By developing specialized products and
services, such as adaptive footwear, social enterprises
like Fashoes are not only meeting the sensory and
mobility needs of individuals with ASD but are also
empowering them to lead more independent lives.
These businesses represent a shift in how we approach
social challenges, using innovative solutions to
address gaps left by traditional welfare and healthcare
systems. Moreover, social entrepreneurship fosters a
deeper understanding of autism, not only among the
affected individuals but also in the broader
community, helping to challenge societal stereotypes
and promoting a culture of inclusion.
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The cases of social enterprises examined in this article,
particularly startups like Fashoes, underscore the
significant potential for entrepreneurship to create
lasting change. These businesses not only generate
financial profit but also deliver measurable social
impact, ensuring that people with autism have access
to products that enhance their daily lives and promote
their autonomy. However, the growth of these
businesses is not without its challenges, as they must
balance the need for financial sustainability with their
social missions. By examining the sustainability
models and scalability strategies of these enterprises,
it is clear that while the path to success may be
difficult, the results can be transformative, both for the
individuals served and the broader society.

Looking forward, the role of social entrepreneurship
in autism inclusion will likely continue to grow. As
more entrepreneurs recognize the unmet needs of
people with autism and create innovative solutions to
address those needs, the potential for greater social
inclusion increases. There is a need for greater
collaboration between social enterprises,
governments, and other stakeholders to create a
supportive ecosystem that enables these businesses to
thrive and expand their impact. Continued research,
investment, and policy support are essential to ensure
that the benefits of social entrepreneurship reach even
more individuals with autism, allowing them to fully
participate in society and live fulfilling, independent
lives.
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