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Abstract 

Over recent years, social entrepreneurship has gained extensive interest in academic 

research. This research has lead to a great amount of case studies analyzing the motives, 

functioning, and impact of both the individual and the enterprise. Nonetheless, there is 

until today no universally valid definition of the term social entrepreneurship. Because 

conceptual demarcation reaches from third sector businesses to social mission driven 

enterprises, recent research questions the legitimacy of social entrepreneurship as an 

isolated research field. Finding an answer to what the nature of the social in social 

entrepreneurship is, this analysis traces the history of social entrepreneurship back to its 

origin and comes to the conclusion, that its less about the entrepreneurial but more 

about the contextual meaning of societal values that defines the social in social 

entrepreneurship. Further, the analysis hints to a clearer differentiation between social 

and cultural entrepreneurship. 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

1. Introduction 

What Emerson (2003) calls the “nature of value” is one of the seemingly unsolvable 

philosophical grounds in the field of social entrepreneurship. To be able to discuss the 

nature of the social and by that the nature of social value, a journey back to the 

theoretical origin of social entrepreneurship has to be undertaken. One might wonder 

why to ask the question of philosophical values when trying to define the nature of the 

social in social entrepreneurship. 

Carrying out a theoretical experiment might depict the dilemma in a neat way. Given the 

definition by Nicholls (2008), social entrepreneurship is of two constituent elements: “a 

prime strategic focus on social impact and an innovative approach to achieving its 

mission” (p.13). There are of course more and also contradicting definitions, but this will 

be part of the analysis later on. As long as this definition is embedded in a set of values 

and norms we as human beings agree with and live by, there might be no interference 

with the social implications this definition has. But as soon as this definition is moved 

away from this social context into a different set of societal values, we start to have a 

hard time accepting or even the urge to reject this definition. 

A famous organization of the current day which depicts this value-based confusion with 

the definition is the Islamic State (ISIS). In western terms clearly a terrorist organization, 

as ISIS is violently fighting with inhuman means for their idea. But do they not have a, as 

the definition says, prime strategic focus on social impact and an innovative approach to 

achieving its mission? Taking the definition by its words, ISIS is a social enterprise. The 

organizations social mission is to establish a theocratical state, funded by a versatile 

business model including the sale of oil and public donations. Applying western values, 

it is by no means. In that sense, it is clearly something about the social and by that the 

societal values that perplexes. 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

The existence of a value presupposes a value-positing perspective, and values are 

created by human beings. A short digression into philosophy might disentangle the 

confusion of values and the social. In Nietzsche’s worldview for example no absolute 

values exist. Nonetheless, he attributes values a significance to human existence. “The 

existence of a value presupposes a value-positing perspective, and values are created 

by human beings as aids for survival and growth. Because values are important for the 

well being of the human animal, because belief in them is essential to our existence, we 

oftentimes prefer to forget that values are our own creations and to live through them as 

if they were absolute.” (Wilkerson 2017) The social in that sense is the societal 

adherence to inherited values. 

Which sets of values underlie the definition of social entrepreneurship? Is the pioneer of 

economic undisclosed space social? And what social value does this penetration have? 

Approaching social entrepreneurship from a practical perspective, many social 

entrepreneurs would not describe themselves as such or feel comfortable with the 

terminology. Thompson (2002) made the observation, that while the term “social 

entrepreneurship” itself is being adopted and used more extensively, its meaning is little 

understood. Disengaging from Cartesian preconceptions, asking what social 

entrepreneurship is, the following analysis will focus on how social entrepreneurship is 

construed in society. To answer the aforementioned raised questions, clarification of 

both terms, social and entrepreneurship, is needed. As the analysis will uncover, too 

much focus in the research on social entrepreneurship is placed on entrepreneurship 

and too little on the social. Reviewing the literature will reveal that the nature of the 

social is inconsistent among the spectrum of social entrepreneurs. Especially 

understanding the conceptual differentiation between social and cultural 

entrepreneurship (Dacin et al. 2010) helps to untangle the clutter of definitions and 

interpretations of social entrepreneurship. 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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

1.1 Research method 

The initial question for this thesis was: “How can social entrepreneurship positively 

influence the normative values of society?” This question was in fact already the end of a 

long personal journey, trying to figure out in which way to involve in society and to give 

back to the people in need. Having a personal background in economics, there was 

always the awareness of how strongly businesses interfere with and shape norms and 

values of society. Entrepreneurs do this in a unique way. Their innovations usually bring 

unexpected changes to society, disrupting how we interact, gather, vote, or support 

each other. The exploration of the origin of the word entrepreneur will show, that it has 

always been that way. 

In times where society has all means to conquer the biggest problems and threats to the 

human race and the planet, social entrepreneurs are needed to come up with innovative 

service and product solutions to tackle these problems. This is partly necessary because 

big corporations have become lethargic to focus on societal issues, as performance 

indicators strongly focus on economic measures. As will be discovered in the analysis 

when defining the term, this is also becoming an issue with social enterprises. But it is 

also necessary because social entrepreneurs are closer to the root of the problem.  

I work as a student assistant at the department of Management, Society and 

Communication managing the Social Entrepreneurship Cluster as well as developing 

the Massive Open Online Course for the learning platform coursera.org. It seems to me 

that both the researchers from the cluster as well as the students from around the world 

see the benefits of social entrepreneurship. Being small entities, the social enterprises 

are able to engage with the people in need on a closer level and iteratively develop 

solutions for them in close collaboration. What both groups also have in common is the 

difficulty to define the social in social entrepreneurship. This gave me inspiration to 

follow the questions that came from both groups. Reflecting on the process of 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

researching and writing the analysis, my work at the department was a great sparring 

partner. The practical field of social entrepreneurship at the department enabled me to 

test my conceptual hypotheses and refine my theoretical work. 

The Cambridge Dictionary Online (2017) defines a concept as simple as “a principle or 

idea”. It is formed through abstraction and the collecting of ideas with common 

characteristics. Conceptual analysis can also involve breaking down concepts into their 

constituent parts in order to improve understanding. The way a term is used can also 

help to understand meaning. Similarly distinguishing a term from competing terms can 

lead to greater clarity (Beaney 2014). In order to build a strong conceptual framework all 

4 steps - abstraction, breaking down existing concepts, etymology, distinction from 

similar terms - are undertaken in this analysis. This meticulous approach gives reason to  

the necessity of the extensive theoretical build up. In comparison to a concept, a theory 

offers more a predictive power as it analysis cause and effect. “Theories often emerge 

from hypotheses and seek to explain how things behave. Concepts describe and help 

us understand complex ideas and propose novel juxtapositions of ideas” (Xin et al. 

2013, p.58). 

The strong focus on the intangible side of social entrepreneurship gave the decision to 

keep this analysis on a theoretical level and do a conceptual research the final shove. “A 

conceptual analysis can help to answer big, holistic questions that are not amenable to 

empirical analysis, the latter necessitating the creation of small researchable packets so 

that the broad spirit of the inquiry can get lost” (Xin et al. 2013). Empirical research 

constrains the research to focus on “what is” rather than “what could be” (Kenway & 

Fahey 2009). Conceptual research, in contrast, provides a more imaginative and creative 

space that gives research its life (Gray et al. 2007). 

Over the period of reading, it became clear that the initial question “How can social 

entrepreneurship positively influence the normative values of society?” was way out of 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

scope for this thesis. What was striking was that the academic literature was in 

disagreement on the definition of social entrepreneurship. This became the pivotal 

change of focus for this thesis as the initial question became impossible to be answered. 

Questions like “What is actually worth striving for as a society?”, “Who determines what 

positive social change is?”, and “Is not every entrepreneur who creates jobs a social 

entrepreneur?” arose. The last of these three seemed to be the one that had to be 

answered first before anything else. 

There has been a long debate before deciding whether this analysis should be solely 

theoretical. Intuitively, interviews with social and commercial entrepreneurs, illustrative 

cases of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), foundations and governments, and 

comparative studies between two similar organizations come to mind when setting of to 

investigate the nature of social values in the field of social entrepreneurship. Soon after 

starting the journey it became clear that before rushing into a qualitative or quantitative 

analysis a thorough foundation of academic literature had to be created which allowed 

further exploration on the edges of the research field. Surprisingly little effort had been 

undertaken to agree on one definition of social entrepreneurship. In order to be able to 

discuss the nature of the social, an extended literature review had to be conducted. 

Literature reviews are often seen as the poor relation to primary research. However, a 

“review can extract new ideas from others' work by synthesizing and summarizing 

previous sources” (Bolderston 2008, p.86). In general, the research design of literature 

reviews is different from other research designs because the data used to write the 

report are collected from previously published literature (Crombie 1999). There are 

three types of literature reviews: evaluative, exploratory, and instrumental. A fourth type, 

the systematic review, is often categorized separately (Adams 2007). Within the 

systematic literature review, which is essentially a literature review but focused on a 

research question, are three sub classifications of literature reviews: narrative reviews, 

qualitative systematic reviews, and quantitative systematic reviews. Literature reviews 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

can tackle broader and more abstract questions and provide a much-needed bridge 

between the vast and scattered assortment of articles on a topic. They also present 

conclusions of a scope and theoretical level that individual empirical reports normally 

cannot address, which enables a thematic analysis to identify the key emerging themes. 

For that a literature review seems suitable to answer the underlying research question 

and the entailed three hypotheses of this analysis (Baumeister & Leary 1997). 

As pointed out above, there are three different types of literature review, which could be 

used depending on the purpose of the intended outcome. As Baumeister and Leary 

(1997) state, narrative literature reviews are valuable theory-building technique, and 

have hypothesis-generating functions. The narrative style of writing helps not only to 

guide the reader towards a general understanding of the topic, but also allows to point 

out the thematic evolvement and hypotheses creation along the way. Literature reviews, 

compared to quantitative and qualitative analysis, can lead to sufficient findings even 

when the conclusion has to be made that no definitive answers can be drawn from the 

existing data. Or as Baumeister and Leary write: “An empirical investigator who tested 

four hypotheses and learned nothing conclusive about one of them would probably be 

pressured to drop that one from his or her report” (p.314). 

Meta-analysis is, in contrast, a hypothesis-testing technique. But narrative literature 

reviews may also be used for testing hypotheses. This is the case, when meta-analysis 

will not work, such as when the studies are so methodologically diverse as to make 

meta-analytic aggregation impractical. As presented later, the young field of social 

entrepreneurship is mostly a patchwork rug of case studies (Mair & Schoen 2007; Mair & 

Martı´ 2009). This type of analysis does not offer a new theoretical perspective but rather 

reviews the literature relevant to the proposed research question. Ergo, the published 

literature provides the database from which conclusions can be drawn. Do to the 

characteristics and the benefits of the method, the narrative literature review will 

therefore be used in the analysis. Even though the development of arguments does not 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

happen strictly chronological and by that does not provide a historical account of the 

development of theory and research on a particular topic, this analysis provides an 

ongoing commentary regarding the impact and shortcomings of various contributions 

to the field.(Baumeister & Leary 1997). 

1.2 Research question 

In times of fake news, politicians spending most their energy on getting reelected for 

another term of office rather than developing plans on how society should look like, 

exponential development of technologies, and globalized business conglomerates, 

raising the question on how to take countermeasures and refocusing on the common 

good and social inclusion seems the right thing to do. Social entrepreneurship can be 

one vehicle to carry out this message (60 Minutes Overtime; Clark 1998;Bell 2003). 

Disclosing the term “social entrepreneurship” and tracing the different interpretations 

presented today in academic literature back to their origins enables to determine the 

nature of the social in social entrepreneurship. The philosophical understanding of 

disclosure supposes that the meaning of a word or thing depends on its 

contextualization, the existing world, and discovery, the anathematized dimensions of 

meaning (Kompridis 1994). The attempt to analyze the nature of the social can 

contribute to the further development of new ways to interpret the influence of social 

entrepreneurship.Therefore, this analysis will research the question:  

“Is social entrepreneurship the correct terminology for describing the impact 

entrepreneurial activities have on (the values of) society?” 

This question serves in two ways. First, it questions the various definition of social 

entrepreneurship that fail to distinguish between different values of the social 

entrepreneur (as pointed out with the example of ISIS). Secondly, it sheds light on the 

fact, that social entrepreneurship seems to have difficulties to distinguish itself from 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

commercial entrepreneurship, as the point can be raised, that any entrepreneurial 

activity inherently entails social impact. In order to reach the point where these two 

questions can be discussed, three hypotheses will need to be verified: 

I. Social entrepreneurship is a research field in itself. 

II. The interpretation of social entrepreneurship varies depending on the 

geographical relation. 

III. The interpretation of social entrepreneurship varies depending on the 

economic system. 

Answering these will provide a thorough understanding of the academic state of 

research and set the stage for a discussion about the nature of the social in social 

entrepreneurship.  

1.3 Structure 

The structure is determined by the questions that arise when trying to untangle the 

academic literature to unfold undisclosed space in the definition of the social in social 

entrepreneurship. These questions are structured in the chapter Research question, 

which not only provides the general, overall research question but also the hypotheses 

and a brief bottom-line preview of the theory. Its full elaboration will nonetheless be 

postponed until after the literature has been reviewed. Following this bottom-line 

presentation, the main method - a narrative literature review - used to conduct the 

research and analysis is introduced. In doing this, the main arguments for selecting this 

specific method and the reason for selecting a conceptual research style of this work are 

presented. 

The analysis is conceptually separated in two parts, with the first being solely a look back 

of the history of social and entrepreneurship. One might argue, that this part is no 

original work and constituting almost half of the analysis much too long. But bringing 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

arguments to the discussion about the nature of the social in social entrepreneurship 

without a thorough understanding of its parts is like pulling them out of the air. The 

etymological work of this analysis is much like playing with the forces of a solar system. 

Removing one planet from it affects the orbit of all other planets. Starting at the center, 

being entrepreneurship in this analysis and the sun in the metaphor respectively, and 

building up the system from there, helps much to understand the interrelatedness 

between the individual parts. And seeing the social as pars pro toto would imply 

shortcomings on many levels. The intellectual work and originality of this retrospective 

view therefore lies in constructing a profound model, which, presented in its narrative 

form, is still pleasant to read. The second part of the analysis, building on this conceptual 

model, then delves into the open discussion about what the nature of the social is. 

The following section will provide a more detailed guidance through the individual parts 

of the analysis. The central analysis starts with delimiting the field of research, which 

helps to introduce the reader to the general topic of entrepreneurship. This also serves 

the purpose of avoiding the common error of inadequately developing the introduction 

(Baumeister & Leary 1997, p.316). Due to the topic’s infancy - the general field of 

entrepreneurship was first introduced in the middle of the last century and social 

entrepreneurship hasn’t been in the focus of academic research until 1998 (Phillips, Lee 

et al. 2015) - and the missing unifying definition of social entrepreneurship, an extensive 

differentiation between mistakenly synonymously used terms is carried out. 

The second part of the central analysis conceptualizes social entrepreneurship by 

differentiating it from commercial entrepreneurship and comparing different definitions. 

This will open up the discussion of what social entrepreneurship means in different 

contexts and lay out the foundation for a values-based evaluation of the field. This 

evaluation is based on a thorough comparison and cross-analysis of multiple, previously 

published literature reviews expanded by more recent individual definitions. The 

fuzziness of the research field’s borders is the starting point for a pivotal change of the 

�12



The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

analysis. Coming to the realization, that the evidence permits no conclusion on what the 

nature of the social in social entrepreneurship is, the focus is shifted from trying to 

understand what the research field should be (a normative perspective) to an 

assessment of its actual development (positive claims). 

Consequently, the values-based evaluation is the third part of the analysis. In its main 

purpose, this section of the analysis depicts the development of the fundamental drivers 

of social action within the field of entrepreneurship and later social entrepreneurship. As 

a first step of this development its break away from philanthropy is described. This is 

followed by the evolution of the field in different socio-economic environments. From 

the findings of this values-based evaluation a new model is developed which points out 

the differences in the definitions of the social based on the different schools of tought. 

Following this evolution of the interpretation of social entrepreneurship to its current 

state, a presumed dead end is reached: the nature of value. 

From this point onwards, building the fourth and last part of the central analysis, new 

ways of thinking are presented which engage in other ways of defining the social in 

social entrepreneurship. Each of the presented ideas is discussed in order to evaluate 

their benefits and shortcomings to provide valuable contributions to the inquiry of 

discovering the nature of the social in social entrepreneurship. 

In a final chapter - Is it social or cultural entrepreneurship? - a differentiation along 

mission and process/resource dimensions is made. Based on the work from Dacin et al. 

(2010), the previously discussed definitions and ways of thinking are sorted to be either 

social or cultural entrepreneurship. This sharpens the definitions of social 

entrepreneurship and helps to identify many of the misconceptions of what the social in 

social entrepreneurship actually is. 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

2. Delimiting the field of interest 

Entrepreneurs like Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, or mark Zuckerberg are pictured and 

perceived as pop stars of the economy. They not only create jobs and stimulate the 

economy, but they also shape the way we live our lives. In some eyes, they are even 

social entrepreneurs, creating value for the common good (cf. Hjorth and Holt 2016). 

Whether this is actually the case is one of the questions that lead to the following 

analysis. That entrepreneurship matters for society and the economy is not a new 

observation. In the first three-quarters of the last century, small business clearly 

mattered, but the way they do has evolved over time. Social and political purposes were 

apparently the driver of entrepreneurship, rather than economic efficiency. As Audretsch 

et al. (2002) argue, this was an era where 

large firms had not yet gained the 

powerful position of the last quarter of 

the 20th century, small businesses were 

the main supplier of employment and 

hence of social and political stability. 

Different scholars like Chandler (1977) 

and Schumpeter (1942) persuaded both 

politicians and economists to believe that in the future large corporations would be the 

only players to play a role in the marketplace and that small business would fade away 

as the victim of its own inefficiencies. This led policy makers to protect small business in 

an act to maintain “democracy in the Jeffersonian tradition” (Audretsch et al. 2002, p.3). 

However, in more recent years, the way entrepreneurship matters has changed. Today it 

is seen as more than just a contributor to national employment and social and political 

stability. Entrepreneurship is rather recognized as a vehicle for contributing in terms of 

innovative and competitive power. New econometric evidence (e.g., Audretsch and 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

Thurik 2000) suggests that entrepreneurship is a vital factor of economic growth, rather 

than a social good that should be maintained by politics at an economic price. “The 

positive and statistically robust link between entrepreneurship and economic growth 

has been indisputably verified across a wide spectrum of units of observation, spanning 

the establishment, the enterprise, the industry, the region, and the country.” (Audretsch 

et al. 2002, p.3). Reynolds et al. found, that policy makers have responded to this new 

evidence with a new mandate to promote the creation of new businesses. European 

policy makers were relatively slow to recognize these links but confronted with rising 

concerns about unemployment, jobs, growth and international competitiveness in 

global markets have rapidly built momentum in crafting appropriate approaches since 

the mid-1990s (EIM/ENSR 1993 - 1997). 

The missing part of the triumvirate ruling the societal life is the public itself. Around the 

globe and especially in the USA, economic shortcomings like the ongoing recession 

and the pressure on the public purse has resulted in a smaller public sector. The desire 

for some of the activities previously supported by the state shift in parts to the public 

hand, namely social entrepreneurs (Phillips et al. 2015). The heightened interest in social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation over the past few years (Christensen et al. 2006; 

Dees, 1998; Shaw & Carter, 2007) may therefore be attributed to the perceived 

weaknesses and failure of the dominant for-profit enterprise model. The benefits of 

social entrepreneurship seem twofold: First, the innovativeness to solve social problems 

that are becoming constantly more complex. And second, the double value creation, 

both social and economic, evolving from the dissolving boundaries between private and 

public sectors. This changing landscape and rising public interest in the field make an 

intellectual debate on how we see and treat social entrepreneurship inevitable. Before 

engaging in this debate, definitions of the different terminology and its historic 

development are carried out. 
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2.1 Definition of Entrepreneurship 

Social entrepreneurship joins the ranks of various branches in the research field of 

entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship literature itself is a rather young discipline. Its early 

studies by Schumpeter, Hayek, and other Austrian economists date back to the 1920s, 

but the field did not gain serious academic attention before the mid-1980s. Since what 

is defined as entrepreneurship per se will constrain what is counted as social 

entrepreneurship, the definition of entrepreneurship plays an important role in the 

analysis. The clear picture of the terminology will be of use to later on distinguish social 

entrepreneurship from the common field of entrepreneurship - which will be later 

r e f e r r e d t o a s c o m m e r c i a l 

entrepreneurship - and to lay a common 

ground for the discussion in the fourth 

part of this analysis. Therefore, an outline 

of the chronological development of the 

defini t ion of entrepreneurship is 

presented. 

As Cunningham observed (1996), entrepreneur derived from the French “entreprendre”, 

meaning to undertake something. In the early 16th century, entrepreneurs were 

explorers employed by the French military. By 1700 they included paid builders of 

military bridges, harbors and fortifications. The original entrepreneurs were in that sense 

individuals hired to perform risky or dangerous jobs. Later on, French economists 

extended the term to include people who used risk and uncertainty in order to create 

innovation. Even though the historical evolution of the word is clear, its definition(s) and 

especially its usage has been varied (Tan et al. 2015). 

Schumpeter (1947) defined Entrepreneurship as “the doing of new things or the doing 

of things that are already being done in a new way” (p.151), pointing out the importance 
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of the individual effort of the entrepreneur. Casson (1982) picked up on this, defining an 

entrepreneur as someone who specializes in making judgmental decisions about the 

allocation and coordination of resources. He focusses much on the risk factor, 

emphasizing that “judgmental decisions” imply decision-making under uncertainty, 

marking the ability to identify and exploit opportunities an essential trait. A similar 

definition can be found in Hébert and Link (1989): “The entrepreneur is someone who 

specializes in taking responsibility for and making judgmental decisions that affect the 

location, the form, and the use of goods, resources, or institutions.” (p.47). This definition 

incorporates the main historical themes of entrepreneurship: risk, uncertainty, 

innovation, perception, and change. 

Venkataraman (1997) pointed out, that “it would be a mistake for us to define our field 

by defining the entrepreneur. It would be more useful to define the field in terms of the 

central issues that concern us. […] Our field is fundamentally concerned with 

understanding how, in the absence of current markets for future goods and services, 

these goods and services manage to come into existence. Thus, entrepreneurship as a 

scholarly field seeks to understand how opportunities to bring into existence ‘future’ 

goods and services are discovered, created, and exploited, by whom, and with what 

consequences”. (pp.120–121). Taking this into account, Shane and Venkataraman (2000) 

adopted a definition similar to that of Venkataraman (1997), whereas Acs and Audretsch 

(2010) define entrepreneurship as embracing “all businesses that are new and dynamic, 

regardless of size or line of business, while excluding businesses that are neither new 

nor dynamic as well as all non-business organizations.” (p.6) This leaves the 

entrepreneurial process, opportunity, and the nature of organizational interaction as 

core topics. 

Stevenson (2004, p. 3) defined entrepreneurship more narrowly as “the pursuit of 

opportunity beyond the resources you currently control”, pointing out the exploration 

rather than the exploitation side of the domain. For Bacq and Janssen (2011), 
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commercial entrepreneurship is “the capacity to create or to identify business 

opportunities and to exploit them in a perspective of value creation.” (p.377) In more 

detail, the debate about what constitutes the nature of entrepreneurship can be 

characterized by the eight themes that Gartner pointed out in 1990 (p.16): 

- The Entrepreneur: The entrepreneur theme is the idea that entrepreneurship 

involves individuals with unique personality characteristics and abilities. 

- Innovation: The innovation theme is characterized as doing something new as an 

idea, product, service, market, or technology in a new or established 

organization. 

- Organization Creation: The organization creation theme described the behaviors 

involved in creating organizations. 

- Creating Value: This theme articulated the idea that entrepreneurship creates 

value.  

- Profit or Nonprofit: The profit/nonprofit theme is concerned with whether 

entrepreneurship involves profit-making organizations only. 

- Growth: At issue in this theme is the importance of growth as a characteristic of 

entrepreneurship. 

- Uniqueness: This theme suggested that entrepreneurship must involve 

uniqueness. 

- The Owner-Manager: This theme suggested that entrepreneurship involves 

individuals who are owners and managers of their businesses. 

Nonetheless, there is no agreed definition for entrepreneurship, for example whether 

innovation is a necessary element or self-employment suffices, or whether self-
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employment and ownership of a small business firm are equally entrepreneurial (Ulijn 

and Brown 2003). Even though this overview is far from complete (as it was never 

intended to be comprehensive) there are already certain patterns in the scholarly 

research of entrepreneurship to be identified: The domain of entrepreneurship research 

embraces numerous dimensions, and analyses can be carried out at various levels, as 

such the individual or team level, venture 

and firm level, or macroeconomic level. 

The socioeconomic envi ronment , 

consisting of institutions, norms, and 

culture as well as availability of finance, 

knowledge creation in the surrounding 

society, economic and social policies, the 

presence of industry clusters, and 

geographic parameters, may influence entrepreneurial activities at all levels (Carlsson et 

al. 2013). An assumption made at this point is that the nature of the social evolves from 

the macroeconomic impact on the socioeconomic environment creating societal norms 

which lie at the base of social entrepreneurial action. 

Based on Gartner’s (1990) themes of entrepreneurship, three related, yet distinct 

clusters within the field of entrepreneurship can be formed: the innovation, the 

entrepreneur, and the enterprise. For each of these clusters, scholarly research has, as 

will be presented below, produced a significant body of literature. Marking out the field 

of interest, hereinafter, similar to the brief definition of entrepreneurship, abstract 

definitions for the three scholarly research fields are presented. 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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

2.2 Social entrepreneurship’s adjunct terminology 

Over time, several names have been suggested to describe the kind of 

entrepreneurship performed in society to meet societal needs. Social entrepreneurship 

seems to be the most widely accepted (Steyaert and Hjorth 2008). Other names trying 

to express the same venture process are civic entrepreneurs (Henton et al. 1997), 

community entrepreneurs (De Leeuw, 1999), and idealistic entrepreneurs (Piore and 

Sabel, 1984). In recent years, a significant body of literature has developed around 

social entrepreneurship and social enterprise (e.g., Chell, 2007; Dees & Anderson, 2006; 

Shaw & de Bruin, 2013), representing an important point of departure from classical 

entrepreneurship and the prevalent non-profit and for-profit enterprises. The two 

streams of literature, to a large extent, have developed independently, hampering 

progress toward the development of a strong conceptual and theoretical base and 

ultimately maturity of the field (Dees & Anderson, 2006; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010) 

Usually, when talking about social entrepreneurship, there is no clear differentiation 

between entrepreneurship, the entrepreneur, and enterprise. Generally speaking, the 

definitions of social entrepreneurship typically refer to a process or behavior, whereas 

definitions of social entrepreneurs focus instead on the founder of the initiative. 

Definitions of social enterprises refer to the tangible outcome of social entrepreneurship 

(Mair & Marti 2006). In order to get a clearer picture of the different terms and to further 

separate the field of interest, a treatise on the adjunct terminology is carried out. 

Social entrepreneur 

In pure mathematical form: “For any N, where N is a noun phrase that denotes a type of 

person, N-ship is the process of attempting to be an N.” (Tan et al. 2005, p.356). 

Therefore, the entrepreneur is at the heart of entrepreneurship. Braq and Janssen (2011) 

define the social entrepreneur as “a visionary individual, whose main objective is to 

create social value, able at one and the same time to detect and exploit opportunities, to 
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leverage resources necessary to his/her social mission and to find innovative solutions to 

social problems of his/her community that are not properly met by the local system. This 

will make him/her adopt an entrepreneurial behaviour.” (p.388) This goes in line with 

Novkovic (2008) who pointed out that the traditional view often portrays a lone visionary 

striving at all costs to bring about social change. Generally, entrepreneurship literature is 

characterized by a focus on the individual (Galera & Borzaga 2010). Leadbeater (1997) 

demonstrated that social entrepreneurs possess many of the qualities of successful 

business entrepreneurs. Thompson (2002) describes them as people “who identify a 

needs gap and a related opportunity, inject imagination and vision into their answer, 

recruit and motivate others to the cause in question and build essential networks, secure 

the resources that are needed, and overcome obstacles and challenges and handle the 

inherent risks.” (p.415). Therefore, the main difference between a social and a 

commercial entrepreneur is the strong commitment to help others in some way. In 

particular, social entrepreneurs “listen to the “voice of the community” and respond in 

meaningful ways” (Ibid. p.415). 

As it has been widely agreed upon that to ask ‘‘who the entrepreneur is’’ is not the right 

question, this analysis focuses on entrepreneurship rather than the entrepreneur 

(Gartner, 1988). 

Social enterprise 

If, in a first cautious attempt to describe social entrepreneurship, is used as an umbrella 

term, it can be described as a set of initiatives and social trends. This evolves from 

Galera's and Borzaga’s (2010) narration of social entrepreneurship, who as well see the 

literature being characterized by a focus on the individual. Social enterprises are in that 

sense a facet of social entrepreneurship. As with seemingly all entrepreneurship 

literature, there is little consistency across the scheme. Mikami’s (2014) article ‘An 

alternative framework for the analysis of social enterprises’ argues against the 
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standardized categorization under the private, not-for-profit sector (the third sector) and 

for a more nuanced differentiation. 

The work of Peredo and McLean (2006) titled ‘Social Entrepreneurship: A critical review 

of the concept’ addresses the terms used, stating that social entrepreneurship and 

social enterprise, which in their view is seen as an activity, are used ‘commonly equated’ 

and ‘interchangeably’. They go on to concede that the relationship between social 

enterprises and social entrepreneurship is 

more complex, but wont dig deeper, leaving 

the complexity at an intuitive level. Mikami 

(2014), building on the work of Peredo and 

McLean does not address this complexity at 

all, even where the purpose of the article is 

directly related to defining the term in order 

to effectively analyze the topic at hand. 

Thompson (2011) identified an additional potential for confusion in the use of the term 

‘social enterprise’ as a verb or as a noun. He distinguishes explicitly social enterprise as 

an activity or social enterprise as an entity. Rostron (2015) comes to the conclusion, that 

“there is not yet agreement on the definition for social enterprise”, which makes a 

distinction from social entrepreneurship a leap into the void of words and opinions and 

will therefore not be further dealt with in this analysis. For the matter of understanding 

the nature of the social in social entrepreneurship, an in depth analysis trying to 

untangle the literature of social enterprises is not leading to the disclosure of that 

nature. For that, this analysis settles with the general findings of Mair and Martí (2006) 

who found, that typically “social enterprises refer to the tangible outcome of social 

entrepreneurship” (p.37). 
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Social innovation 

The idea of the lonesome social entrepreneur contrasts with the general view of social 

innovation, hence the pursuit of a social goal is here reliant on collective and dynamic 

interplay by actors who are working together to achieve social objectives and outcomes 

(Dawson & Daniel, 2010). The notion of collective learning is in line with McElroy’s (2002) 

notion of innovation as a social process, brought about by social learning and 

networking. 

Social innovation can be defined as “innovative activities and services that are motivated 

by the goal of meeting a social need” (Mulgan, 2006, p. 146). However, the definition 

most often cited is that of Phills, Deiglmeier, and Miller (2008): “a novel solution to a 

social problem that is more effective, efficient, or just than existing solutions and for 

which the value created accrues primarily to society as a whole rather than private 

individuals” (p. 39). Unlike business innovations, which are driven by market and 

consumer needs, social innovations have a cultural focus, aspiring to address unmet 

human and social needs (Lettice & Parekh, 2010). 

As Phillips et al. (2015) point out, social 

innovation can occur across several forms 

of organization, reaching from for-profit 

organizations that often create social 

value through their CSR programs, to 

dual mission organizations forming new 

hybrid models (see also Dees and 

Anderson 2006). According to Ziegler (2010), social innovation is about the “carrying out 

of new combinations of capabilities” (p. 256), a definition valid for any type of innovation 

but highlighting the importance of partnerships that create social value. This in turn will 

then be beneficial “to the public as a whole—rather than private value—gains for 
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entrepreneurs, investors and ordinary (not disadvantaged) consumers” (Phills et al. 

2008, p. 39). Edwards-Schachter et al. (2012), who perceive interactive learning as a 

driving force of social innovation, reinforce the importance of partnerships. Throughout 

the process of social innovation, co-operation and interactive learning play a significant 

role. Interesting in the realm of this work is the suggestion by Bouchard (2012), that 

interactions between different social actors give rise to new norms, values, and rules. 

Based on the premise that social innovation challenging the status quo, Bouchard 

perceives social innovations as “an intervention initiated by social actors to respond to 

an aspiration, to meet specific needs, to offer a solution, or to take advantage of an 

opportunity for action in order to modify social relations, transform a framework for 

action, or propose new cultural orientations” (p. 50). Consequently, social innovations 

are not market constructs, but are developed and devolved through institutional 

interactions and institutional change (Pol and Ville 2009). Although debates go on 

regarding linkages between social innovation and social entrepreneurship, few 

connections have been made (Defourny and Nyssens 2010). For this analysis, a 

differentiation from social entrepreneurship is made, much in the Schumpeterian sense 

of the idea and the execution, building a possible but not necessary pre-phase of the 

venture creating process. 

A glimpse of the rest 

Even though one might read about social firms, socialized companies, or community 

business in relation with social entrepreneurship, the focus of these lies more on the 

social itself, neglecting the entrepreneurial endeavor. As the analysis of the nature of the 

social very much relies on the nature of the impact the entrepreneur has on his or her 

social environment - whether only social or also commercial will be another part of the 

analysis at a later point - it is essential at this point to let other adjunct terminology slide 

and focus solely on social entrepreneurship. Interestingly, the spectrum of legal 

business forms seems to reach from NGOs to socially committed regular enterprises. 
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Even though the full spectrum deserves attention and will be shortly discussed in the 

following chapter, the main analysis will focus on the entrepreneurial venture, which in 

the presented spectrum is called “hybrid-social enterprise”. This distinction will further 

provide the reader with a clear and distinct view on the academic field of social 

entrepreneurship. 

Now being able to differentiate between the scientific terminology, the first part of the 

analysis will, in a first step, trace back the origins of the academic research field in order 

to conceptualize what the term initially meant. This will enable a better understanding of 

the subsequent synopsis of literature reviews. Leading from there, characterizing traits of 

social entrepreneurship are analyzed, which will depict in more detail the controversial 

view on the research field’s relations with commercial entrepreneurship. Especially, 

whether social entrepreneurship is a research field in itself or a sub-field of commercial 

entrepreneurship, answering hypothesis 1 of the research question. Finally, definitions 

of “social entrepreneurship” are put into contrast in order to get a full concept of the 

term. 
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3. Conceptualization of the term ‘social 
entrepreneurship’ 

After analyzing what social entrepreneurship is not, outlines are taking shape of what the 

term encompasses. The origins of the field go, according to Bacq and Janssen (2011), 

back to 1983. That year, Young wrote on innovative non-profit entrepreneurs in the lines 

of Schumpeter’s conception. Another early contribution to the field is a short paper by 

Waddock and Post’s (1991). Apart from this isolated early research, social 

entrepreneurship as a concept was not used before the mid-1990s. This will be carried 

out in more detail when existing literature reviews are compared. 

Starting to conceptualize the term, one might ask ‘what does ‘‘social entrepreneurship’’ 

mean?’ Same has happened in previous research in the field of social entrepreneurship 

(Bacq and Janssen 2011). But the concept seems to have a more complex question to 

answer. If an organization devotes part 

of its income to a social cause, can we 

n e c e s s a r i l y s p e a k o f s o c i a l 

entrepreneurship? And vice versa: 

C a n w e s p e a k o f s o c i a l 

entrepreneurship for all non-profit 

organizations that adopt managerial 

practices (Mair and Martı´ 2004). Is in 

that same sense the person in charge 

of the management of an organization that acts in the social or community field not 

rather be called a ‘social enterprise manager’, as suggested by Brouard (2007), than a 

social entrepreneur? The following will try to answer at least the questions regarding 

social entrepreneurship. 
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The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

To revive the metaphor of the triumvirate ruling the societal life and to find an applicable 

entry into the concept of social entrepreneurship, “The Welfare Mix” (Pestoff 1992, p.25), 

presented in Illustration 1 below, can be used. Pestoff did not use the term ‘social 

enterprise’ and presents cooperatives as an option providing social welfare. Pestoff 

provides a useful starting point for discussion about the characteristics and function of 

the ‘third sector’ and the boundaries between it and the other parts of the economy. 

Illustration 1: The Welfare Mix (Pestoff 1992)

The Welfare Mix model introduces the use of three distinctions based on the private/

public, formal/informal and for-profit/not for-profit attributes of organizations, which are 

graphically presented in form of three straight, but intersecting lines, forming a triangle 

which sets the boundaries of the third sector. To demonstrate that third sector 

organizations can transcend these boundaries, a circle which overlaps these, is drawn, 
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interfering with the spheres of the state, the community, or the market. The Welfare Mix 

model positions the third sector alongside other parts of the economy, which is 

supposed to illustrate the relationships between them. From Rostron’s (2015) 

perspective, the objective is “to show that there are alternatives to public non-profit and 

private for-profit solutions, which include the private non-profit organizations of the third 

sector” (p.94). 

Pestoff’s model provides distinctions between the private non-profit organizations, 

private firms operating in the market and an informal community sector. Social 

entrepreneurship can be located in the third sector and is distinct from public sector 

organizations because it does not depend on public funding. It is also distinct from the 

private sector organizations by the non-profit motivations and from community 

organizations by its formality. 

Social entrepreneurship in that sense uses the advantages of the state, community and 

market sector to provide superior welfare provision by being in itself economically 

feasible. Arguably, because “producers and consumers can be brought together in 

untraditional forms” (Pestoff 1992, p.26), advantages of delivering social welfare via a 

worker cooperative over a public or non-profit organization based on its commercial 

characteristics are disclosed. This happens for example as social entrepreneurship 

operates in the market and offers the consumer power to exit and exercise choice. As 

presumed earlier, the heightened interest in social entrepreneurship is attributed to the 

perceived weaknesses and failure of the dominant for-profit-enterprise/welfare-state 

model, as social entrepreneurship take over tasks by the state, easing some of the 

financial pressure on public expenses (Phillips et al. 2015). 

From these early findings regarding the third sector as such, social entrepreneurship has 

since proceeded to become a rather untraditional form of third sector organizations. 
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Defourny (2014), in a similar attempt as Lepoutre et al. (2013), placed the concept of 

social entrepreneurship at the “cross roads of public policies, for-profit companies and 

the third sector” (p.36). Defourny’s model highlights the paradoxes that make social 

entrepreneurship so difficult to define. Defourny sees social entrepreneurship within the 

social economy, building the bridge between non-profit organizations, which operate 

outside the market, and the co-operatives that operate in the market. As the model 

depicts quite well, social entrepreneurship is in a space overlapping both NPOs and 

cooperatives.  

Illustration 2: Social Enterprise at the cross roads of public policies, for-profit 
 companies and the third sector (Defourny 2014)
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Interestingly, this model also recognizes the ability of social entrepreneurship to operate 

outside these spheres entirely. In these cases, social entrepreneurship is either found 

entirely in the private for-profit sector or in the public sector. Whilst the latter is a rather 

rare case, one of the main points of this analysis is to find out, whether the “social” can 

exist in the private for-profit sector. Organizations in that sector may undertake to start 

social enterprises or support social entrepreneurship as part of their corporate social 

responsibility projects. Alternatively, these organizations may in terms of Porter (2011) 

pursue shared value creation as part of their main business strategy. Not foreshadowing 

much of the later work, this would inherit the notion that every entrepreneurial activity, 

even the ones of large for-profit firms, is in its very nature social. 

Before being able to find an answer to this question, the concept of social 

entrepreneurship should be thoroughly investigated, which leads back to the 

conceptualization of the term social entrepreneurship. As of Defourny, the roots of social 

entrepreneurship are in the third sector. 

Nonetheless he also recognizes the scope 

of its diversity, noting that in some 

countries social entrepreneurship may be 

closely linked to public bodies, a situation 

which can be observed in Eastern Asia. 

Laying the ground for another question of 

this analysis, Defourney notes, that in some 

countries the states support is weak and social entrepreneurship is more closely linked 

with the private for profit sector, entering the undisclosed space of social needs. 

Defourny’s models acknowledges the blurred lines between social entrepreneurship 

and the private and public sectors. 

Around the same time as Defourny (2014), Lepoutre et al. (2013) came up with a social 

entrepreneurship spectrum, a decision tree to define the type of enterprise (see Figure 
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3: The social entrepreneurship spectrum). Developing the social entrepreneurship 

spectrum, they used the factors social mission, revenue model, and innovativeness as 

identification variable and made different combinations. 

On one end of the spectrum appear traditional non-governmental organizations, which 

are in Lepoutre’s classification “not-for-profit organizations that have an explicit social 

mission, but depend on market-based income for less than 5% of their revenues”. In 

contrast to authors like Boschee and McClurg (2003) would exclude NGOs from the 

social entrepreneurship spectrum, other authors (e.g. Ashoka 2017 or Dees 1998a) 

argue that the innovativeness in addressing social issues is a better indicator for 

entrepreneurial behavior than the revenue model in itself. For that reason, Lepoutre 

created two additional subclasses of NGOs which they called ‘‘Not-for-profit social 

enterprises’’ (NFP SE) and ‘‘Traditional NGOs,’’ (TRAD NGO). Even though there is 

important research to be done in distinguishing social entrepreneurship in the realm of 

NGOs, this will not be of further interest for this analysis. What this intellectual dispute 

shows in a neat way, is the strong focus on business indicators, trying by all means to 

find factors to distinguish social entrepreneurship from its commercial counterpart. That 

there are more ways to do so will be the centre of the next chapter. 

For Lepourtre et al. 2013, “the distinguishing 

a n d i n n o v a t i v e f e a t u r e o f s o c i a l 

entrepreneurship is the combination of an 

explicit objective to address social needs with 

the establishment of a private organization as a 

means to achieve this objective” (p.703). This 

dual ism inher i ts the fact , that socia l 

entrepreneurs have ‘‘hybrid’’ objectives, as they 

combine both market-based and social methods. In their model, ‘‘hybrid social 

enterprises’’ can be either explicit social enterprises which sustain themselves. This is 
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characterized by Lepoutre as receiving at least 5% of the organizations revenue from the 

sales of services or products. Or it can be regular businesses “explicit enterprises” which 

have both a social and a commercial interest. A special form of hybridization, they note, 

is when organizations identify themselves as a social organization, but indicate that they 

aim to realize their social objective primarily by paying attention to the economic 

bottom line. Given the importance that has recently been suggested for such 

hybridization of objectives, Lepoutre et al (2013) created two subcategories based on 

their relative weight of social and environmental objectives. Thus, hybrid social 

enterprises for which economic objectives are numerically more important than social 

and environmental objectives are defined as ‘‘economically-oriented hybrids,’’ while 

‘‘socially-oriented hybrids’’ are those organizations for which the opposite is true. 

Illustration 3: The social entrepreneurship spectrum (Lepoutre et al., 2013, p.700)

The other end of the spectrum is formed by “for profit regular enterprises”. Even with 

common sense, it is clear that regular enterprises with clear priorities set on economic 

objectives can be excluded from the social entrepreneurship spectrum. But the subset 
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of regular enterprises that exhibits high attention to social and environmental objectives 

can still be considered part of the social entrepreneurship spectrum. Although not self-

identifying as a social organization, these organizations indicate that social and 

environmental aspects are nevertheless a significant part of their mission in running a 

regular enterprise. 

The presented spectrum of social entrepreneurship can be transferred to the research 

of the field without loosing its validity. Mair and Martí (2006) identified three different 

groups of researchers within the field of social entrepreneurship. One group of 

researchers refers to social entrepreneurship as not-for-profit initiatives in search of 

alternative funding strategies, or management schemes to create social value (Austin et 

al. 2006; Boschee 1998). This ideology goes much in line with the hybrid model, in 

which social entrepreneurship has a explicit social purpose, sustaining itself through 

commercial business practices. A second group of researchers understands it as the 

socially responsible practice of commercial businesses engaged in cross-sector 

partnerships (Sagawa and Segal, 2000; Waddock 1988), a point of view that goes in 

hand with Porter’s (2011) shared value approach. And a third group views social 

entrepreneurship as a means to alleviate social problems and catalyze social 

transformation (Alvord et al., 2004), ignoring to a certain extend the means by which this 

is achieved.  

Conceptualizing social entrepreneurship therefor relies much upon the point of view the 

author takes. By trying to objectively present the different streams within the field and 

groups of researchers, a more universal conceptualization is tried to be reached. Where 

to draw the line between social entrepreneurship, in its various hybrid forms, and 

commercial businesses, is harder than ever with more research proposing new 

definitions and contradicting distinctions. The following chapter will provide arguments 

to the discussion on three different levels: the individual, the operational, and the 

organizational. 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3.1 Differentiation from commercial entrepreneurship 

Too easily, the differentiation between the commercial and the social is reduced to the 

entrepreneur rather than entrepreneurship. But distinction can be made not only on the 

individual level, but also on the process and the organizational level. 

Starting on the individual level, social entrepreneurs share many characteristics with 

their commercial counterparts. As Catford (1998) noted, they have the same focus on 

vision and opportunity and the same ability to persuade and empower others to help 

them turn their ideas into reality. Consequently to Dees (1998), social entrepreneurs are 

a ‘sub-species’ of the entrepreneurs’ family. However, although there is an overlap in 

leadership, vision, drive and opportunism between the commercial and the social 

entrepreneur, the main difference is that “social entrepreneurs usually have a vision of 

something that they would like to solve in the social sector or a socio-moral motivation 

in their entrepreneurial focus and ambition” (Nicholls 2008, p.20). 

Thalhuber (1998) compares the 

two types of entrepreneurs 

according to the dimensions 

strengths, focus, mission and profit 

contemplation. In his view, social 

entrepreneurs rely more on the 

collective wisdom and experience 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e i r p e r s o n a l 

competences and knowledge. They also focus on long-term success rather than short-

term financial gains and their ideas are limited by their mission. Most importantly, social 

entrepreneurs see profit as a means which should to be reinvested in future profit rather 

than an end to be distributed to shareholders. Thompson, Alvy, and Lees (2000) also 

define social entrepreneurship by looking solely at the social entrepreneur, even giving 
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their paper the title “Social entrepreneurship – A new look at the people and the 

potential”. Social entrepreneurs differ from their commercial counterpart in their eyes by 

starting “where there is an opportunity to satisfy some unmet need that the state welfare 

system will not or cannot meet, and who gather together the necessary resources and 

use these to make a difference’’ (in Bacq and Janssen 2011, p.375). This differentiation 

takes in the societal level as much as the individual. 

In his comparison, Brouard (2006) focused more on the role of the social or commercial 

entrepreneurial initiatives. For him, the commercial role is represented by two 

dimensions, namely the presence of commercial exchanges and the allocation of profit. 

He believes that social entrepreneurship must pay exclusive, or at least main, attention 

to the social role – the commercial role being accessory. Moreover, he thinks that there 

can be commercial exchanges, but that the entirety or the majority of the profit has to be 

reinvested in the social mission rather than distributed to shareholders. Bacq and 

Janssen (2011) draw from this an important differentiation. Social entrepreneurship and 

corporate social responsibility diverge in the fact that the latter does not give primacy to 

the social role although it integrates it. This indicates again the complexity of the 

distinction between the two, hinting to the idea that not only social entrepreneurs bring 

about social impact. 

For Seelos & Mair (2005), a distinctive feature of social entrepreneurship is its limited 

potential to capture the value created. Addressing basic social needs, such as food, 

shelter or education, very often makes it difficult to capture economic value because, 

even though the beneficiaries are willing, often they are unable to pay the price of the 

products and services provided. This differentiation takes place on the process level, 

which should anyway be “the focus of entrepreneurship research” (Mair and Martí 2006, 

p.38). Guclu, Dees and Anderson (2002) focused on the ‘‘social value creating’’ nature of 

the opportunities that are being entrepreneurially discovered and exploited. 
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Bacq and Janssen (2011, p.379) conclude, that “the main differences between social and 

commercial entrepreneurship lie in two main points. First, both aim at very different 

targets: social entrepreneurship has an explicit and central social mission, whereas a 

commercial venture has a mission of profit. Second, the major part of the economic 

profit generated by the commercial activities 

of the social venture will need to be 

reinvested in the social mission, whereas in a 

traditional commercial venture, profit will be 

distributed to shareholders or reinvested in 

the commercial activities of the company.” 

For Austin, Stevenson and Wei-Skillern 

( 2 0 0 6 ) t h i s c o n t ra s t i s o v e r s t a t e d . 

“Commercial entrepreneurship does benefit society in the form of new and valuable 

goods, services, and jobs, and can have transformative social impacts. Such 

transformations can even be a driving motivation for some commercial 

entrepreneurs.” (p.3). Instead they offer four different variables to guide the comparison, 

from which only one addresses the mission divergence: 

• Market failure: “Market failure will create differing entrepreneurial  

opportunities for social and commercial entrepreneurship” This might be the 

case when the beneficiary cannot pay for the service he or she needs. Where 

commercial entrepreneurship might fail, social innovation creates markets for 

social entrepreneurship. 

• Mission: “Differences in mission will be a fundamental distinguishing feature 

between social and commercial entrepreneurship that will manifest itself in 

multiple areas of enterprise management and personnel motivation.” Even 

though both commercial and social entrepreneurship will benefit the society, 

they differ in purpose and reward. 
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• Resource mobilization: “Human and financial resource mobilization will be a 

prevailing difference and will lead to fundamentally different approaches in 

managing financial and human resources" 

• Performance measurement: “Performance measurement of social impact will 

remain a fundamental differentiator, complicating accountability and 

stakeholder relations.” Tangible and quantifiable measures of performance 

such as financial indicators, market share, customer satisfaction, and quality are 

due to multi-causality, temporal dimensions, and perceptive differences of the 

social impact created not as clear indicators for social enterprises as they are 

for commercial ones. 

Especially the last two points hint to the organizational differences between commercial 

and social entrepreneurship. Nonetheless, drawing from the presented research, it can 

be concluded that there is still no clear conceptual agreement whether commercial and 

social share entrepreneurship as a common ground with adjunct academic research to it 

or whether social entrepreneurship is only a stream within the matured research field of 

traditional, commercial entrepreneur-ship. This dichotomous thinking is depicted in 

illustration 4: Social and Commercial Entrepreneurship Research Landscape Model. 

Illustration 4: Social and Commercial Entrepreneurship Research Landscape Model (own model)
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Laying out the conceptual differentiation from traditional, commercial entrepreneurship, 

the concept of social entrepreneurship should have become clearer. The presented 

evidence, though, permits no conclusion on the first hypothesis which stated that social 

entrepreneurship is a research field in itself. As presented in the landscape model 

above, the research community is split in different camps, which create the spectrum 

reaching from traditional NGOs to for-profit enterprises with a shared value approach.  

Is the classification of such difficulty because the term social is in its nature based on 

different values in different countries? To answer this questions, the multiple, often 

conflicting definitions of social entrepreneurship are presented. 
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3.2 Definitions of Social Entrepreneurship 

As argued by Dees and Battle Anderson (2006, p. 39), social entrepreneurship does not 

currently bear ‘the deep, rich explanatory or prescriptive theories that characterize a 

more mature field of research’. Literature reviews (Phillips et al. 2015; Bacq and Jansen 

2011; Rey-Martí et al. 2016) provide nonetheless a thorough overview of current 

academic literature and are therefore used in the attempt to settle on a definition of 

social entrepreneurship which provides al the necessities to build a valuable discussion 

of the nature of the social in social entrepreneurship upon. Instead of presenting each of 

the reviews by itself, the narrative style is kept up, continuing the chain of thoughts. 

Illustration 5: Graph illustrating number of publications between 1998 and 2012 (from Phillips et al 
2015, p.12)

Literature reviews like the one from Phillips et al (2015) use inclusion and exclusion 

criteria in order to select relevant publications. As most contributions to the field have 

happened in the past 25 years, they start their inquiry of social entrepreneurship 
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literature back in 1998. Bacq and Janssen (2011) though date the origins of the field 

back to 1983, when Young wrote on ‘innovative non- profit entrepreneurs’ in the lines of 

Schumpeter’s conception. How far the academic community proceeded within the field 

of social entrepreneurship is hard to tell, as it takes time to filter into peer-reviewed 

publications. 

Consulting literature reviews this late in the 

process might be unexpected at first, but 

with the conceptualization and the resulting 

understanding of controversies within the 

field of social entrepreneurship, it is now 

much easier to comprehend the meaning of 

different definitions as well as to point 

towards the gap in the literature for understanding the social in social entrepreneurship. 

Phillips et al. (2015) uncover this gap by pointing out, that conceptual articles’ “key focus 

was networks and systems and the development of a typology for social entrepreneurs 

and social innovation” (p.14). 

What Phillips et al. (2015) found out, is that many of these studies originate from English-

speaking countries in the western world, namely USA and United Kingdom. “However, 

although more than 30% of articles originated from the United States, the research is 

international in nature, indicating growing international interest in the role that social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation has in meeting today’s global challenges.” (Ibid, 

p.14) This is backed up by the biometric analysis by Rey-Martí (2016) who found that 

more than 50% of the literature is published in the US and UK (p.1653). Looking at 

Illustration X above, it becomes obvious that the academic interest in social 

entrepreneurship increased strongly since 2005. Further attention should be drawn to 

the fact, that only 171 articles have been published in the area of sociology, compared 

to 1851 in business economics (Rey-Martí 2016, p.1652). This could explain why until 
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now so much focus has been on the entrepreneurial side rather than the social. Even if 

most definitions of social entrepreneurship in popular discourse, as well as in the 

academic literature, focus primarily on social entrepreneurship within and across the 

nonprofit and business sectors, there will be no limitations within this analysis. 

As it became already clear in the conceptualization, definitions range from broad to 

narrow within the social entrepreneurship spectrum. Broader definitions see social 

entrepreneurship as an innovative activity with a social objective. In the for-profit sector, 

social-purpose commercial ventures or corporate social entrepreneurship fall into the 

definition (Dees & Anderson, 2003; Emerson & Twersky, 1996; Austin, Leonard, Reficco, 

& Wei-Skillern, 2004). Dees (1998) definition of social entrepreneurship is situated in the 

nonprofit sector, or across sectors, such as hybrid structural forms which mix for-profit 

and nonprofit approaches. Under the narrow definition, social entrepreneurship 

typically refers to the phenomenon of applying business expertise and market-based 

skills in the nonprofit sector, such as when nonprofit organizations develop innovative 

approaches to earn income (Thompson, 2002). “Common across all definitions of social 

entrepreneurship is the fact that the underlying drive for social entrepreneurship is to 

create social value, rather than personal and shareholder wealth and that the activity is 

characterized by innovation, or the creation of something new rather than simply the 

replication of existing enterprises or practices.” (Austin, Stevenson & Wei-Skillern 2006, 

p.2). 

In the following, the most common definitions of social entrepreneurship are presented. 

A full spectrum of definitions can be found in the appendix (Appendix 1 and 2). This 

rounds off the picture of the academic landscape and qualifies to push towards a clearer 

understanding of the nature of the social. 

According to Nicholls (2008), social entrepreneurship is defined by its two constituent 

elements: “a prime strategic focus on social impact and an innovative approach to 
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achieving its mission” (p.13). Zahra et al. (2009) define social entrepreneurship as “the 

activities and processes undertaken to discover, define, and exploit opportunities in 

order to enhance social wealth by creating new ventures or managing existing 

organizations in an innovative manner” (p. 519). One of the most commonly used 

definitions is from Dees (1998), stating that social entrepreneurship “combines the 

passion of a social mission with an image of 

business-like discipline, innovation and 

determination (p.1). In Pedero's and 

M c L e a n ’ s ( 2 0 0 6 ) v i e w , “ s o c i a l 

entrepreneurship is exercised where some 

person or group: (1) aim(s) at creating social 

value, either exclusively or at least in some 

prominent way; (2) show(s) a capacity to 

recognize and take advantage of opportunities to create that value (“envision”); (3) 

employ(s) innovation, ranging from outright invention to adapting someone else’s 

novelty, in creating and/or distributing social value; (4) is/are willing to accept an above-

average degree of risk in creating and disseminating social value; and (5) is/are 

unusually resourceful in being relatively undaunted by scarce assets in pursuing their 

social venture (p. 64). 

This rather detailed definition is contrasted by Yunus (2008) to whom “any innovative 

initiative to help people may be described as social entrepreneurship. The initiative may 

be economic or non-economic, for-profit or not-for-profit (p. 32). Finally, Mair and Martí 

(2006) have an interesting definition. At first, they “view social entrepreneurship as a 

process of creating value by combining resources in new ways. Second, these resource 

combinations are intended primarily to explore and exploit opportunities to create 

social value by stimulating social change or meeting social needs. And third, when 

viewed as a process, social entrepreneurship involves the offering of services and 
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products but can also refer to the creation of new organizations” (p.37). This definition 

clearly points out the differences between social entrepreneurship, the social 

entrepreneur, social innovation, and the social enterprise. But even this definition 

struggles to refine what the nature of the social is. The section “[…] exploit opportunities 

to create social value by stimulating social change or meeting social needs” inherits 

again multiple dimensions. First, it uses the general definition of any entrepreneurial 

endeavor, namely opportunity exploitation. Second, it adopts the same old tone of 

business language when talking about (social) value creation, without refining what 

social value actually is. Then thirdly, the definition shifts towards the intangible side of 

the social, where the previously undefined social value is stimulated through social 

change. The uncovered imprecision serves as a great example of why it seems so 

difficult to point towards the nature of the social. 

Dacin et al. (2010) conclude, that most definitions of social entrepreneurship “refer to an 

ability to leverage resources that address social problems, although there is little 

consensus beyond this generalization” (p.38). Generally, definitions of social 

entrepreneurship don’t seem to be able to deliver the answers to the research question. 

On the contrary, they are victims of an unsettled research community.  
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4. Reprise 

Before diving into the analysis of the values-based aspects of the social, this reprise will 

help to regain focus and keep the necessary distance to focus on the meta-level, instead 

of becoming entangled in the theoretical details. 

Entrepreneurship has always been a field of exploration and innovation. In the 19th 

century protected in an act to maintain democracy, it is today just as much a contributor 

to national employment and social and political stability as it is a vehicle for contributing 

in terms of innovative and competitive power. Economic shortcomings like the ongoing 

recession and the pressure on the public purse resulted in a smaller public sector and 

the creation of a third sector which interferes multidimensionally with the market, the 

community and the state. The benefits of social entrepreneurship are twofold: First, the 

innovativeness to solve social problems that are becoming constantly more complex. 

And second, the double value creation, both social and economic, evolving from the 

dissolving boundaries between private and public sectors. This in turn makes it hard to 

define social entrepreneurship and differentiate it from commercial entrepreneurship. 

The strong focus on business indicators, trying by all means to find factors to distinguish 

social entrepreneurship from its commercial counterpart, make this situation even more 

complex. To factors though seem to be fundamentally different. First, social 

entrepreneurship has an explicit and central social mission, whereas a commercial 

venture has a mission of profit. Second, the major part of the economic profit generated 

by the commercial activities of the social venture will need to be reinvested in the social 

mission, whereas in a traditional commercial venture, profit will be distributed to 

shareholders. 

As definitions struggle to refine what should be understood by social value and social 

change, the classic entrepreneurship literature does not serve to provide an answer to 

the question what the nature of the social is. 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5. A values-based evolution 

Up to this point, the analysis has traced the history of the term social entrepreneurship 

back to its origin in entrepreneurship and conceptualized it by differentiating it from 

commercial entrepreneurship and comparing its different definitions. A comparison and 

cross-analysis of multiple, previously published literature reviews expanded by more 

recent individual definitions revealed the fuzziness of the research field’s borders. 

Coming to the realization, that the presented evidence permits no conclusion on what 

the nature of the social in social entrepreneurship is, the focus is shifted towards the 

development of the fundamental drivers of social action within the field of 

entrepreneurship and later social entrepreneurship. As a first step of this development 

its break away from philanthropy is described. This is followed by the evolution of the 

field in different socio-economic environments. From the findings of this values-based 

evaluation a new model is presented which points out the differences in the definitions 

of the social based on the different schools of thinking. Following this evolution of the 

interpretation of social entrepreneurship to its current state, a presumed dead end is 

reached: the nature of value. 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5.1 Splitting from philanthropy 

As presented above, most academic literature focusses on business indicators to define 

and distinguish social entrepreneurship. As concluded with the ‘Social and Commercial 

Entrepreneurship Research Landscape Model’, social entrepreneurship research is 

focused on the dichotomy, whether commercial and social share entrepreneurship as a 

common ground or whether social entrepreneurship is a sub-field within the matured 

research field of traditional, commercial entrepreneurship. Coming back to the dilemma 

initially presented, namely which sets of values underlie the definition of social 

entrepreneurship, the conclusion can be drawn that the differentiation by 

entrepreneurial means may not explain the nature of the social and the adjunct social 

values. As a result, the next part of the analysis will approach the dilemma by focusing 

much more on the social of social 

entrepreneurship, chronically describing 

its development from the origins in 

philanthropy to its current form in 

different economic systems. Additionally, 

this chapter will answer the question 

w h e t h e r t h e d e fi n i t i o n o f s o c i a l 

entrepreneurship depends on the 

economic system, looking at the different 

expressions of capitalism in the western world, or on the ideology of different schools of 

thought independent of their geographical and economical embeddedness. 

As described in the social entrepreneurship spectrum, the types of organizations 

engaging in activities which benefit society vary quite a lot. Some definitions of social 

entrepreneurship include such, who are for profit in the first place and use their 

resources to pursue opportunities to address social needs. (Mair and Martí 2006, p. 37). 

A simple experiment of thought depicts how hard these definitions make it to 
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distinguish social entrepreneurship from philanthropy. Commercial businesses that use 

part of their profit in order to donate money to benefit society also use their resources to 

address social needs. Long before the term social entrepreneurship was coined, 

companies have shown philanthropic behavior. This paradox sharpens in a way the 

definition of social entrepreneurship. Thompson et al. (2000) therefore defined it as the 

realization where there is “an opportunity to satisfy some unmet need that the state 

welfare system will not or cannot meet, and who gather together the necessary 

resources […} and use these to “make a difference” (p. 328).  

This points out three important things. First, social entrepreneurship is as any kind of 

entrepreneurship an innovative process by innovation in the face of risk. Second, the 

resources allocated to pursue the identified need or opportunity are directly invested in 

the effort of meeting this need. These two points clearly differentiate social 

entrepreneurship from philanthropy. Notwithstanding, that philanthropy cannot have a 

social impact. The third important point of Thompson’s definition is his specification of 

the unmet needs, which in his view are needs “that the state welfare system will not or 

cannot meet” (p. 328). This makes social entrepreneurship - and thereby the social in 

social entrepreneurship - dependent on the welfare system in which it acts. Whether this 

is true will be discussed in the following chapter. 

What role does the perception of society play when defining the social? What role does 

the cohesion within society have on evaluating social impact? The journal 

“Entrepreneurship and Regional Development” addressed these questions with a 

special issue on “Entrepreneurship and space in the network age”. In this, Steyaert and 

Katz (2004) argue for relating entrepreneurship and society, highlighting the importance 

of space in entrepreneurship. Space can be conceived, as they outline, in three senses: 

geographical, discursive, and social. The geographical dimension includes the spatial 

sense “in between nations or regions, and neighbourhood” (Steyaert and Katz 2004, p.

182). Rather than the sole economic dimension, the discursive dimension focuses on 
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including the cultural, ecological and civic discourses. The social dimension then 

conceives social entrepreneurship as a process that implies multiple stakeholders. The 

next chapter will answer these questions comparing the European and the Anglo-

American welfare model including their entailing individual, spatial dimensions. This will 

also bring enough information to validate hypothesis II, which states that the 

interpretation of social entrepreneurship varies depending on the geographical relation. 

5.2 The social in different economic systems  

Albert (1993) observed how capitalism developed differently on both sides of the 

Atlantic, which he characterizes as the freedom of price fixation on the market and the 

freedom of ownership of production assets. The American expression of capitalism puts 

individual and financial success in the center, measured by short-term financial profit 

and their media coverage. In comparison, the Rhine model, which developed in 

Western Europe and Japan, values collective success and consensus more, embodying 

a long-term vision in the businesses 

strategy. Shaping the tone of the 

argument, the Rhine model is in the eyes 

of the author superior both in economic 

and social terms (cf. chapter 7 and 8), 

which nevertheless does not matter for 

the sake of the argument as the 

differences of the models are of interest. 

According to Albert (1993), an enterprise 

in the United States is seen as a simple commodity that the owner uses freely and has a 

profit-making function. Therefore, it will not invest in long-term assets such as education 

or training. The notion, that two very different conceptions of capitalism and 

government’s role exist across the Atlantic is underlined with different examples of 
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situations where both views diverge. For instance, Albert (1993) reports that the 

European perception considers the poor man as the victim of economic progress rather 

than the culprit of his own failure. As a fair consequence, a very organized social security 

system developed. On the contrary, such a system in the United States would be 

considered as promoting laziness and irresponsibility. Consequently, unemployment 

benefits are low and there is neither compulsory health insurance nor family allowance. 

“The currently highly criticized American financial system, focused on the stock 

exchange, is also organized in order to foster ‘quick money’. The ‘American dream’ is 

based on a high social mobility” (Brad & Janssen 2011, p.380). 

Hjorth (2013) adds to the notion of a free market centered society, that formerly social 

problems, re-defined as economic, become subject to managerial expertise. This occurs 

as a consequence of normalizing a particular representation of the relationship between 

entrepreneurship and society by asking how the market can bring about solutions to 

social problems. Hereby, “the social is weakened, and the economic (measurability and 

thus controllability) is strengthened” (p.37). Hjorth uses the term “managerialism” to 

describe this market behavior. Managerialism operates based on the assumption that 

everything can be translated and reduced into a managerial problem and solved as 

such (Grey 1996). The corresponding European approach is defined by a social science- 

and humanities-based understanding of the role of entrepreneurship (Hjorth 2013). 

Hence, it can be assumed that these differences also influence the entrepreneurial 

mindset and the notion of social entrepreneurship. Lepoutre et al. (2013) add evidence, 

that “countries with higher rates of traditional entrepreneurial activity also tend to have 

higher rates of social entrepreneurial activity.” (p. 693). Failure culture and low modesty 

are commonly named attributes for the entrepreneurship culture in the United States, 

which finds it counterpart in the European entrepreneurship culture. 

�49



The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

In the Rhine model, as Albert (1993) argues, a firm is considered as a complex 

community where shareholders’ and management’s powers are balanced, consensually 

with employees, including professional development policies. Such a community of 

interests creates a collective feeling of belonging to the firm and bears an enlarged 

function from job creation to national competitiveness. Bacq and Janssen conclude from 

the different models a reverse means-end relation. “In the American ‘now-nowism’, 

money is the goal and things are the means. In the Rhineland model […], money is only 

a means to reach the goal of creating value” (p.380). 

Bacq and Janssen (2011) note, that “these models should be seen as the two extremes 

of a spectrum” (p.380) But even though this overdraws the current situation on both 

sides of the Atlantic, it well sets the stage 

for discussing the three spatial spheres 

which might point towards the nature of 

the social. The hypothesis is that the 

social in social entrepreneurship is 

perceived differently according to the 

geographical, but also discursive and 

social space, which is closely related to 

the welfare system of the state. 

In their review of social entrepreneurship literature, Bacq and Janssen (2011) tried to 

find an answer to a hypothesis similar to the one stated above and discovered, that even 

within the American tradition there are different viewpoints. This finding opposes the 

intuitive transatlantic divide. Instead they point towards two different schools of thought 

within the American tradition, The Social Innovation School and The Social Enterprise 

School (Dees and Battle Anderson 2006). Hence one could argue for the fact, that the 

nature of the social in social entrepreneurship is most likely not based on the 

geographical space. Before this part of the hypothesis can be falsified, a closer look on 
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the findings by Bacq and Janssen is taken. The findings are collectively depicted in 

Illustration 6: Summary of literature reviews. 

Illustration 6: Summary of literature reviews (adapted from Braq & Janssen 2011, p.390)

Using Gartner’s (1985) model for describing new venture creation Bacq and Janssen 

(2011) found out, that all three schools acknowledge the social mission as the primary 

objective of social entrepreneurship. But apart from this, they differ in all other 

categories. Whereas the figure of the entrepreneur is central only to The Social 

Innovation School, it is of secondary importance in The Social Enterprise School. In 

Americal tradition European tradition

Variables Criteria
The Social Innovation 

School
The Social Enterprise 

School The EMES network

Individual The 
entrepreneur

Central figure Secondary role Collective action

Process The mission Mission is at the core of 
the social innovation 
process

The first objective of 
social entrepreneurship 
is to pursue social goals

Explicit aim to benefit 
the community

Link 
mission-
productive 
activities

Direct No constraint: social 
entrepreneurship 
consists in the 
implementation by non-
profits of commercial 
dynamics in order to 
fund their social activities

Direct: the nature of 
the economic activity 
must be linked to the 
social mission

Organization The 
enterprise

Secondary importance: 
Activity set up by a 
social entrepreneur

Central: stress on the 
risks associated with 
market income

Central: significant 
level of economic risk

The legal 
form

No clear constraint: the 
choice regarding the 
legal form should rather 
be dictated by the 
nature of the social 
needs addressed and 
the amount of resources 
needed

Social enterprise are 
non-profit organizations 
(Later: any business that 
trades for a social 
purpose)

Some constraints: new 
specific legal forms 
have been created to 
encourage and support 
sockal enterprises + in 
some cases, use of 
traditional business 
legal forms

Profit 
distribution

No constraint Profit non-distribution 
constraint (Later: some 
profit distribution 
permitted)

Limited: organizations 
tat avoid a profit-
maximizing behavior
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Europe, the focus is rather on the collective model than on the individuals. The concept 

of ‘social enterprise’ describing the link between the enterprise’s social mission and its 

productive activities , is most controversial and different in all three approaches. And 

while it is a key element in the European tradition and for The Social Enterprise School it 

plays a minor role for The Social Innovation School. While The Social Innovation School 

does not impose any constraint regarding the choice of the legal form and profit 

distribution, arguing that it should rather be dictated by the nature of the social needs 

addressed and the amount of resources needed, there are some in the European 

tradition which aim to protect the priority of the social mission. The Social Enterprise 

School only deals with non-profit social enterprises. 

On the one hand, the American Social 

Innovation School focuses on the 

establishment of new and better means 

to tackle social problems or to satisfy 

social needs. On the other hand, The 

American Social Enterprise School  

focuses on income generation in 

conducting a social mission. In Europe, 

attention has been mainly devoted to the concept of social enterprises, acknowledging 

the increased interest in the Third Sector. 

From this, we can conclude, that hypothesis II - the interpretation of social 

entrepreneurship varies depending on the geographical relation - is false, but also 

imprecise in its formulation in the first place. The geographical sense of space is not a 

decisive factor, as within the same space different schools of thinking propose different 

interpretations. Also the third hypothesis - the interpretation of social entrepreneurship 

varies depending on the economic system - can be falsified as exemplified with the USA, 
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different interpretations of social entrepreneurship exist within the same economic 

system. 

Bacq and Janssen (2011) came to the conclusion, “that these conceptions, and the 

resulting definitions, are based on strong social convictions, making it harder to 

circumvent the concept of social entrepreneurship clearly. This further implies that the 

contextual factors in which social entrepreneurship emerged should not be ignored” (p.

391). Therefore, when defining the social in social entrepreneurship, the discursive 

space, including the cultural, ecological and civic discourses, and the social space, 

implying a multiple stakeholder process, are the influencing factors. 

After contextualizing social entrepreneurship by looking at its history and demarcation 

from entrepreneurship and conceptualizing it in both its literal terms social and 

entrepreneurship, the next step in this analysis is to understand the nature of the social 

in social entrepreneurship. Herby various concepts are introduced, each from its own 

perspective giving other implication as to what the social can be understood as and 

which consequences the varied understanding has. 

�53



The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

6. Defining the “social” 

Tan et al. (2005) started out with the same questions this analysis is trying to answer. As 

they formulated it: “Is there a definition that encompasses the various activities that 

currently appear to come within its purview that makes entrepreneurship altruistic?” (p.

354). Following the same logic as presented here, they started out by defending a 

definition of social entrepreneurship. Their analysis reached a first dead end, when they 

came to realize, that defining social entrepreneurship “of course requires a logically 

prior definition of entrepreneurship, which in turn requires a definition of the term 

‘entrepreneur’. But as the first part of the analysis has shown, Kao (1996) points out, that 

“the academic community seems unable to agree on what entrepreneurship is.” (p. 354). 

Defining social is in Tan’s view the question in which entrepreneurship may be social, for 

example by translating social capital into benefits for society. They note the fact, that 

“not every entrepreneurial activity is social in that same sense, although every 

entrepreneurial activity involves society in some way or other” (p.354). This revolves one 

important aspect of social entrepreneurship and defines it by what it is not: Any 

entrepreneurial activity that involves 

society. On the contrary, the ‘social’ is 

provided in terms of how (a segment) of 

society is involved in the process of 

altruistic, entrepreneurial value creation. 

At a later point in this chapter the work by 

Hjorth and Holt (2016) is presented who 

argue for an alternative view on this 

definition.  

In his definition, Drayton (2002) attributes four traits to the social entrepreneur: 

“creativity, widespread impact, entrepreneurial quality, and strong ethical fiber” (p. 124). 
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Especially the latter becomes interesting when trying to define the social. It also 

contradicts Tan’s argument, that one “should be careful not to build conditions of […] 

ethical entrepreneurship into the definition of an entrepreneur” (p. 354). Even though 

Tan’s argument appears to make sense at first sight, it seems peculiar that social value 

can be created in trade with unethical business behavior. At this point, a debate on the 

nature of value could be again picked up, but in regards of the scope of this analysis, the 

focus is kept on the nature of the social. 

As Tan et al. (2005) conclude on the fact that social entrepreneurship is provided in 

terms of the altruistic objectives of the entrepreneurial person or organization and how 

segments of society are involved in the process, the search for the nature of the social 

continues. 
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6.1 The nature of the social 

If the nature of the social is not within the values and ethical correctness of social 

entrepreneurship, maybe the entrepreneurial process which creates impact comprises 

the social. The creation of social value rests on measuring the benefits acquired by 

people whose urgent needs are currently not 

being met by government or the market 

(Young, 2006), which is measuring social 

impact. One of the ways that social 

entrepreneurs assess social impact is the 

logic model. It explains the relationships 

among inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes, 

and impact (Zappala and Lyons, 2009). Inputs 

are both human and financial resources dedicated to a certain program. Outputs are the 

direct product of the activity, for example the number of classes provided for 

beneficiaries by the program. Outcomes are the immediate results and benefits of the 

program for participants in the program activities. Impact is the sustainable long-term 

change that happens, both for society and the individual (El Ebrashi 2013). This model is 

widely accepted amongst researchers and provides another previously missing measure 

by which social entrepreneurship exceeds the commercial equivalent: social impact. 

Burdge and Vanclay (1996) defined social impact as “the process of assessing or 

estimating, in advance, the social consequences that are likely to follow from specific 

policy actions or project development […] Social impacts include all social and cultural 

consequences to human populations of any public or private actions that alter the ways 

in which people live, work, play, relate to one another, organize to meet their needs, and 

generally cope as members of society“ (p. 59). This comprises all forms of businesses, 

but as previously defined, the difference between social and commercial enterprises is 

the purpose of creating the social impact. 
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Previous research has shown that any kind of entrepreneurship brings about social value 

by nature, for example in creating employment. Mair and Marti (2006) argue, that 

entrepreneurship in the business sector also has a social aspect. This aligns with 

Venkataraman’s (1997) definition in which ‘‘entrepreneurship is particularly productive 

from a social welfare perspective when, in the process of pursuing selfish ends, 

entrepreneurs also enhance social wealth by creating new markets, new industries, new 

technology, new institutional forms, new jobs, and net increases in real productivity’’ (p.

133). 

In commercial entrepreneurship, social wealth is a by-product of the economic value 

created (Venkataraman 1997). To take the by-product of any social interaction - which 

speaking of the economy is every interaction as it will always have an effect on at least 

one human being - and call it a social entrepreneurial action, not only misleads from the 

initial definition of entrepreneurship, but also to the very definition of social 

entrepreneurship as played out before. Even though value is created which has an 

impact on society, there is no outcome measurable with the logic model. This attracts 

the attention of researches that argue for a new way of thinking about social 

entrepreneurship. If social impact is not exclusive to social entrepreneurship, why 

necessarily speaking of “social” entrepreneurship at all.  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6.1.1 Public entrepreneurship

In the following, two concepts are presented which depict how social impact is 

understood in different interpretations of social entrepreneurship. A critical examination 

of the two concepts regarding the research question is carried out after presenting a 

conceptual differentiation between social and cultural entrepreneurship, which in turn is 

used as a basis to carry out the examination. 

As argued above, social creativity runs the risk of becoming a target of the social 

entrepreneurship discourse. Steyaert and Hjorth (2003) tried to define entrepreneurship 

as part of society and not simply the economy. Based on this definition, public 

entrepreneurship has been proposed as a new concept, to lay stronger focus on the 

entrepreneurship-society relation of social entrepreneurship (Hjorth 2013). It can be 

seen as a process driven by the desire for social change, creating new sociality. Hereby 

they argue that community goals are achieved by creating sociality, including public 

businesses (Hjorth and Bjerke 2008). This goes in line with Bacq and Janssens (2011) 

conclusion to focus on the social space as an important contextual factor. 

Social and societal are here not to be 

confused. Hjorth and Bjerke (2008) note, that 

“ t h e s o c i a l i s t o d a y b e c o m i n g a n 

epiphenomenon of the market, and therefore 

r e p r e s e n t e d a s p o p u l a t e d w i t h 

consumers” (p,101). They further argue, that 

managerial entrepreneurship, created by 

neoliberalism and fueled by management knowledge, monopolizes social 

entrepreneurship and equates market and society (Hjorth and Bjerke 2008, Hjorth 

2013). Therefore, they suggest to move from social to public, and from consumer to 

citizen, in an attempt to change how we talk about entrepreneurship as a societal force. 
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Public entrepreneurship creates sociality that enhances the life for people by producing 

a public space in which citizens can act.  

Inspiration for this new concept comes from Spinosa et al. (1997), who argue that both 

‘virtuous citizens’ and entrepreneurs create social change. The social practices of the 

citizen usually remain unnoticed in the background of the day-to-day life and take place 

in an intermediate realm between what we currently speak of as either behavior or 

action. Spinosa et al. (1997) call this third realm disclosed space. Occurrences within can 

neither be seen as “just happening events” nor as “purposeful, planful actions”. They 

argue, that the individual is always influenced by the immediate environment and 

cannot not be responsive to them, and by being responsive, cannot not relate 

themselves to them in one way or another. This idea can be transferred to the social in 

social entrepreneurship. Hence, Hjorth (2013) sees social entrepreneurship as a way of 

representing the “entrepreneurship–society relationship” (p.38). 

The concept of public entrepreneurship therefore intensifies the social, acknowledging 

the social complexity. This contrasts the common definition which try to economize the 

social. More philosophical speaking, public entrepreneurship creates a concept of a 

relational world, “where potential for what could become is related to our sense of 

belonging” (Hjorth 2013, p.41), creating new forms of sociality. Such creation is done by 

citizen-entrepreneurship, constituted by this relational ethics, driven by desire for social 

change (p.47). 

The presented concept of public entrepreneurship is of course not without critics. 

Already the term itself proposes, that public entrepreneurship is something different 

from social entrepreneurship. But the critique on the discourse on ‘social 

entrepreneurship’ echoes with the arguments presented earlier in the analysis, 

focussing much on the discussion on social problems. Social creativity is often confused 

with social entrepreneurship. Public entrepreneurship points out the need for greater 
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sensitivity before those forms of creating sociality which in fact means to socialize risk in 

“processes of creating space for entrepreneurship in public space” (Hjorth and Bjerke 

2008, p.119). From this, implications regarding the nature of the social in social 

entrepreneurship can be deducted, especially regarding the social space. 

6.1.2. Inherently social

Another concept by Hjorth and Holt (2016) argues to have found an answer to the 

question raised in the introduction of this analysis - “Is not every entrepreneur who 

creates jobs a social entrepreneur?” To them, the answer is clear as the statement can be 

generalized even more: “entrepreneurship is inherently social” (p.50). They deprive this 

conclusion from the idea of comparing enterprise with entrepreneurship, in which the 

dynamic of the economic and the social tilts more towards the economic when 

conceptualizing enterprises and to the social when conceptualizing entrepreneurship. 

This is explained by the emphasis on “social creativity without scripted ends” (p.50) in 

entrepreneurship rather than the more individualistic relationship with value creation 

seen in enterprises. Therefore Hjorth and Holt (2016) define the social entrepreneur as 

someone “whose socially enabled 

creativity enhances the relational 

capacity to act, and so enriches the 

s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n b y c r e a t i n g 

possibility” (p.50). This entails a form of 

generosity because the entrepreneurial 

endeavor inc ludes r i sk and is , 

especially in regards to the social 

impact, without known ends. 

Hjorth and Holt (2016) use the example of the artist Ai Weiwei, who questions the nature 

of community, politics and social space with his art. Artists are a prime exemplification of 

�60

Social 
entrepreneurship is 
tautological in a 
framing where 
entrepreneurship is 
already a social, 
collective creativity.

“



The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

the interplay between social and entrepreneurship. Their work, full of risk and 

uncertainty, affects and effects how the individual and society as a whole lives.  

As an example, they bring up Weiwei's Sunflower Seeds exhibited at Tate Modern in 

London. In brief, the production and exhibition of 150t of handmade, porcelain 

sunflower seeds stresses the mass production power of China, reminds of the physical 

austerity suffered by the Chinese under Mao's reforms, and criticizes the oppressive 

power structure of the Chinese State. The impact of this piece is multilateral as it 

employs and empowers the workers in China producing the seeds, puts pressure on the 

Chinese government, and induces the visitors of the Tate Modern, who were 

encouraged to take home individual seeds, to think about the direct message of the art 

but also the role of the gallery and of themselves if their own action diminishes the art 

piece and erodes the power of the gallery. 

Social enlightenment and transformation happen in that sense in social, political, 

aesthetic, cultural processes, whence economic productivity emerges from. The social 

entrepreneur, as defined in this model, therefore questions and tests the values and 

norms of society which are otherwise generally accepted. In a very literal way, Hjorth and 

Holt (2016) argue that entrepreneurship consists of an “incision (entre) holding open the 

possibility of differently configured relations with things we might take (preneur), 

persuaded by the performance to work beyond our norms awhile” (p.53). 

Similar to Hjorth and Bjerke (2008), Hjorth and Holt (2016) fall back onto the work of 

Spinosa et al. (1997), arguing that the disclosure of new space and this opening of new 

possibilities is inherently social. To do so, the entrepreneur has to be sensitive to belong 

to the habits and norms of the social space they are utilizing. The concept differs from 

the concept of public entrepreneurship, as of the fact that it stresses the discursive 

space by addressing the cultural, and civic discourses of the entrepreneurial activity. 

Their concept hints to a different understanding of social entrepreneurship than its 
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current discourse in the academic literature suggesting that entrepreneurship is 

primarily a social force. “The concept of social entrepreneurship would then be 

somewhat tautological in a framing where entrepreneurship is already understood as a 

social, collective creativity” (Hjorth and Holt 2016, p.51).  

This points towards the same paradox as presented with ISIS in the introduction. Not 

only do most entrepreneurial activities fit the generalized definition of social 

entrepreneurship, but also does this paradox point at the unclear understanding of the 

nature of the social. 

To examine the two concepts in regard to their impact on the discovery of the nature of 

the social in social entrepreneurship, the following chapter will provide a theme which 

evolved from a review of the social entrepreneurship literature by Dacin et al. (2010). 
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7. Is it social or cultural entrepreneurship? 

An absence of informal institutions - such as values, routines and norms - is a common 

theme in the social entrepreneurship literature, highlighting the ability of these 

institutions to foster or inhibit social entrepreneurship (Phillips et al. 2015). Mair and 

Martí (2006) focused, when trying to define the social element in the definition, on the 

value creation. They realized, that social entrepreneurship “embraces both social and 

economic aspects. The main focus, 

however, is on social value, while 

economic value creation is seen as a 

necessary condition to ensure financial 

viability.” (p.38). From analyzing the 

different definitions, many researchers like 

Phillips et al. (2015) jump onto the same 

argument. From their point of view the 

u n d e r l y i n g m o t i v a t i o n o f s o c i a l 

entrepreneurship is the creation of social value as opposed to personal or shareholder 

wealth. Nonetheless, this falls short on many notions. It seems again a dichotomous line 

of thinking, distinguishing social only by the value created. Furthermore, the meaning of 

value and the extent of the social and discursive space of social entrepreneurship seem 

to remain undefined. 

What if, as Hjorth (2013) recognized, the solution for exploring the nature of the social in 

social entrepreneurship might not be in “polarizing the economic and the social in 

debates on entrepreneurship” (p.34). The definition of social impact by Burdge and 

Vanclay (1996), which was discussed above hints towards a differentiation between 

social and cultural consequences of social entrepreneurship. After defining social 

impact, they continue: “Cultural impacts involve changes to the norms, values, and 
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beliefs of individuals that guide and rationalize their cognition of themselves and their 

society” (Burdge and Vanclay 1996, p.59). Now, for the first time values and norms are 

connected with the outcome of social entrepreneurship. 

Illustration 7: Distinctions Among Types of Entrepreneurs Along Mission and Process/ Resources 
Dimensions (from Dacin et a. 2010, p.44)

Dacin et al. (2010) provide a scheme that helps to solve the question on how to define 

the value created and impact measured, leading to the nature of the social. Focussing 

only on the two columns in their distinction among types of entrepreneurs (Illustration 

7), they differentiate between the cultural and social entrepreneur, which can as 

conceptualized by Tan et al. (2005) be transferred to social entrepreneurship. A cultural 

entrepreneur is an “individual who identifies an opportunity and acts upon it in order to 

Conventional Insitutional Cultural Social

Definition An agent who 
enables or enacts a 

vision based on 
new ideas in order 

to create 
successful 

innovations. 
(Schumpeter, 1950)

An agent who can 
mobilize resources to 
influence or change 
institutional rules, in 
order to support or 
destroy an existing 

institution, or to establish 
a new one. (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983)

An individual who 
identifies an 

opportunity and acts 
upon it in order to 

create social, 
cultural, or economic 

value. (DiMaggio, 
1982; Wilson & 
Stokes, 2004)

An actor who 
applies 

business 
principles to 

solving social 
problems.

Wealth 
distribution

Shareholder Shareholder and/or 
stakeholder

Shareholder and/or 
stakeholder

Shareholder 
and/or 

stakeholder

Predominant 
organizational 
form

Profit Profit Nonprofit or profit Nonprofit or 
profit

Primary goal 
(or motives)

Economic Institutional reform/
development 

Cultural diffusion/
enlightenment

Social change/ 
well-being

Product Create and/or 
distribute consumer 
product or service

Establish legitimacy Establish new 
norms and values

Promote 
ideology/social 

change

Tensions Growth versus 
survival

Resistance to change 
(isomorphism versus 

competitive advantage?)

Commercialization 
versus culture 
(authenticity)

Economic 
sustainability 
versus social 

mission
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create social, cultural or economic value” (Dacin et al. 2010, p.44). In these terms, 

cultural entrepreneurs can create social value, which in terms of output (product) is the 

establishment of new norms and values. The social entrepreneur on the other hand is 

“an actor who applies business principles to solving social problems” (ibid, p.44), 

promoting ideology and social change. Therefore, their primary motives vary, as the 

cultural entrepreneur wants to create cultural enlightenment, whereas the social 

entrepreneur’s primary goal is to provide social change and well-being. 

Before applying the scheme on the 

research question, a short digression into 

the conceptua l or ig in o f cu l tura l 

entrepreneurship is undertaken. The 

concept of cultural entrepreneurship used 

by Dacin et al. (2010) originated with 

DiMaggio’s (1982) paper on “cultural 

entrepreneurship in nineteenth-century” 

and Lounsbury and Glynn (2001), who define cultural entrepreneurship “as the process 

of storytelling that mediates between extant stocks of entrepreneurial resources and 

subsequent capital acquisition and wealth creation” (p.545). Even though cultural 

entrepreneurship is rooted in the cultural, artistic industry, it also refers to the norms that 

drive social patterns of behavior in a given society, as it is contextualized of its 

operations and its impact on the interpretation of culture in society (Johnson 2007). The 

fact that both Dacin et al. (2010) and Lounsbury and Glynn (2001) are published in 

business related journals supports the interrelation between cultural and social 

entrepreneurship. 

As do other types of entrepreneurs, successful cultural entrepreneurs posses certain 

individual abilities and skills, including status-seeking motives, creativity, the alertness to 

opportunity and the ability to combine resources creatively. Parallels between cultural 
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and social entrepreneurship exist in the real of balancing organizational mission with 

economic concerns. And just the same as their social counterparts, cultural 

entrepreneurs operate in both for-profit and nonprofit spaces (Dacin et al 2010). 

Dacin et al (2010) have identified many ventures in the social entrepreneurship literature 

which bear a strong resemblance to the conceptualization of cultural entrepreneurship. 

As an example, they depict the Tibetan nonprofit organization DROKPA, that was 

developed to preserve and reintroduce traditional knowledge and ways of life in rural 

parts of Tibet. The outcome of their work is the training of apprentice artisans, but in 

order to generate revenues they sell the artwork. DROKPA “leverages and applies the 

cultural capital inherent in these unique artworks and creates a demand for a newly 

legitimate art form” (p.47). The entrepreneurial activities of selling the art increase vice 

versa the awareness and appreciation of Tibetan culture. 

As Nicholls (2008) suggests, that it is a 

common phenomenon among “arts- and 

culture-oriented social entrepreneurs” to 

sell their art in order to create revenue 

which in return fuels more attention to the 

art itself, it might be to investigate if 

cultural entrepreneurship is a sub-field of 

social entrepreneurship or a research 

field in itself. Nonetheless, the concept of cultural entrepreneurship supports the 

endeavor to classify social entrepreneurship along its spectrum by offering a clear 

distinction between the creation of social norms and values, which belong to the cultural 

entrepreneur, and the creation of social change, which is taken more literally and means 

solving a social problem. 
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Much of the confusion of the nature of the social might lie in the difference between 

“value” and “values”. While value is the worthiness of an object or a service, values are 

the principles or standards of behavior of a person. The question is whether only the 

value of an action or the underlying values are also measured. Impact measurement is 

becoming a bigger topic because the primary goal of the social entrepreneur after 

Dacin et al. (2010) - well-being - can to a large extend be measured used as a 

performance indicator. As the social entrepreneur tries to solve a social problem, his job 

is done as soon as the social change his engagement brought along led to the solution 

of the initial problem. The establishment of new norms is much more a question of 

cultural values. This is not meant to deprive the social entrepreneur from a strong set of 

values, but implies a rather pragmatic view on social entrepreneurship. As value theory 

is in itself a vast and controversial topic, reaching all the way from the economical and 

sociological sphere to axiology, further inquiries are not undertaken (Rescher 1969). 

Nonetheless, this differentiation hints in regards to the research question to the fact, that 

social entrepreneurship might be the wrong terminology for describing the impact 

entrepreneurial activities have on (the values of) society. Excluding the part in brackets 

leaves a different picture, as social entrepreneurship indeed describes the social change 

in society. 
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7.1 Evaluation of the presented theory 

The following chapter will evaluate the new concepts presented by using the distinction 

between social and cultural entrepreneurship, proposed by Dacin et al. (2010). 

Public entrepreneurship was introduced by Steyaert and Hjorth (2003) to lay stronger 

focus on the entrepreneurship-society relation of social entrepreneurship. Driven by the 

desire for social change to create, public entrepreneurship fits the primary motives of 

social entrepreneurship. Creating sociality by shifting the attention of entrepreneurship 

away from businesses into the space of the social points clearly towards an 

understanding of public entrepreneurship as being part of the social entrepreneurship 

discourse. The concept of public entrepreneurship is nonetheless important for 

disclosing the nature of the social. It criticizes the managerial approach on social 

entrepreneurship and its commercialization, which discussed in the first part of the 

analysis does not lead to a better understanding of the social itself. Combining the 

concepts of public and cultural entrepreneurship, it can be concluded that the nature of 

the social is rather in the community than in the state or market (cf. Pestoff 1992). 

Entrepreneurship being inherently social, as it was presented by Hjorth and Holt (2016), 

does not seem to hold up against the definition of social entrepreneurship. Even though 

the entrepreneurial action of generosity might cause ripples, that have traits of cultural 

and social entrepreneurship, because it might create new norms or values, or create 

social change, the primary goal is a different one. Taking the example of Ai Wei Wei and 

his art project “Sunflower Seeds”, it can now be argued, that the artist is not a social, but 

rather a cultural entrepreneur. Parallels of this case can be found in the case from 

DROPKA in Dacin et al. (2010) Even though his actions might entail positive economic 

measures and shed light on societal weaknesses, Ai Wei Wei’s primary goal is to diffuse 

the cultural viewpoint and establish a new understanding of social values. On the 

opposite, he is not trying to directly solve a social problem.  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7.2. The nature of the social 

Is social entrepreneurship the correct terminology for describing the impact 

entrepreneurial activities have on (the values of) society? The analysis brought up 

important points to consider when trying to answer this question. In short, the main 

findings were: 

- Entrepreneurial activities as such do not make a social entrepreneur. 

- Something affecting societal matter is not the same as social entrepreneurship. 

- Not every social impact is created by social entrepreneurship. 

- Special differentiation should be made between the cultural and the social 

entrepreneur and with that between norms, values and the well-being. 

The 16th century entrepreneur was an explorer, hired to perform risky jobs. Hjorth and 

Holt (2016) called the nature of uncertainty in entrepreneurship generosity, but the leap 

from there to social entrepreneurship seems far. Even though academic literature 

appears to be in disagreement on the definition of social entrepreneurship, the analysis 

was able to show specific traits of social entrepreneurship in the different realms of 

entrepreneurship - the individual, the process, and the organization - by conceptually 

working out the differences between commercial and social entrepreneurship. 

The metaphor of the triumvirate of state, community, and market ruling the societal life 

depicts the interdependency of the third sector and the strong ties social 

entrepreneurship has to all three of them. Its potential is depending on the kind of 

welfare system the state provides, only really to be called social if it includes the 

community and therefore acts within the social space. It also relies on the market as a 

place to exchange social impact in return for monetary value, which is used to sustain 

the entrepreneurial endeavor. The analysis has shown, that not every third sector 
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business has to be a social enterprise and that social entrepreneurship comes in 

different forms of businesses itself. 

This also permits the conclusion, that 

every (entrepreneurial) business effects 

society and therefore creates social 

impact. What separates social and 

cultural entrepreneurship from the rest 

is the purpose to create this impact in 

the first place. 

That being so, the nature of the social 

in social entrepreneurship seems to be 

the distinct motive of solving social problems and creating well-being. This leaves open, 

whether the social entrepreneur also has the motive to establish new norms and values.  

The research question stated at the beginning was: is social entrepreneurship the 

correct terminology for describing the impact entrepreneurial activities have on (the 

values of) society. The analysis has shown, that not only social entrepreneurs have an 

impact on society but rather every business. Social entrepreneurship distinguishes itself 

from other types of entrepreneurship through its main focus on brining about positive 

social impact. Previously presented in the limitations, further research is needed to 

describe the coherence between positive social impact and social value. The nature of 

value, as one of the seemingly unsolvable philosophical grounds in the field of social 

entrepreneurship, was touched upon several times as social value and social 

entrepreneurship are inseparable. But the step from social entrepreneurship creates 

social impact, to social impact creates social value is not that simple. The error of 

confusing impact with value was presented in the example of ISIS and might be the of 

interest for future research.  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7.3. Implications for future research 

To stay in line with the temporal logic of this analysis, starting out looking back in time to 

conceptualize and contextualize social entrepreneurship, the looking at the present 

discourse of the nature of the social and different concepts to interpret the meaning of 

the social, this chapter will look into the future and present implications for the research 

community. To stay in line with the previous argumentation, the implications are 

preponed before the conclusion and will be rather extensive as another value of this 

analysis is the creative exploration of new ideas for research. Because conceptual 

research provides a more imaginative and creative space and analyzes what could be, 

these normative assumptions lead by nature to implications for future research. In the 

following, the five implications that are most prominent from the analysis are presented. 

Steyaert and Katz (2004) highlighted the importance of space in entrepreneurship. 

Space, as presented, can be conceived in three senses: geographical, discursive, and 

social. The geographical dimension includes the spatial sense “in between nations or 

regions, and neighbourhood” (Steyaert and Katz 2004, p.182). Rather than the sole 

economic dimension, the discursive dimension focuses on including the cultural, 

ecological and civic discourses. The social dimension then conceives social 

entrepreneurship as a process that implies multiple stakeholders. All three dimensions 

offer great potential for comparative cases to identify the social values underlying each 

of them. Bacq and Janssen (2011) did such a comparative analysis within the 

geographical dimension where they examined the differences in spatial sense of social 

entrepreneurship between nations. Ideas for analyzing the other two dimensions can be 

taken from the concepts of cultural entrepreneurship (Dacin et al. 2010) and public 

entrepreneurship (Hjorth & Bjerke 2008). 

Bacq and Janssen (2011) came in their research to the conclusion, that the conceptions, 

and the resulting definitions, are based on strong social convictions, which in their view 
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implies further that the contextual factors in which social entrepreneurship emerges play 

an important role. For understanding the social in its entirety and not only its 

managerialized social impact, the identification of these contextual factors which 

underlie the social convictions are key. This implies extensive research as for every social 

environment, as all three spatial dimensions would need to be considered, but would 

create an eye-opening world map of the different influences on the social. 

The third prominent implication arises from the social consequences any form of 

entrepreneurial activity has. Tan (2005) on one hand argues the fact, that “not every 

entrepreneurial activity is social in that same sense, although every entrepreneurial 

activity involves society in some way or other” (p.354). On the other hand Hjorth and 

Holt (2016) counter that “entrepreneurship is inherently social” (p.50) and deprive this 

conclusion from the idea of comparing enterprise with entrepreneurship. In this 

comparison, the dynamic of the economic and the social tilts more towards the 

economic when conceptualizing enterprises and the social when conceptualizing 

entrepreneurship. This is explained by the emphasis on “social creativity without 

scripted ends” (p.50) in entrepreneurship rather than the more individualistic 

relationship with value creation seen in enterprises. To provide further evidence to this 

discussion, further conceptual research needs to be done in order to differentiate more 

clearly of what is meant when using the term social. Deriving from the analysis, this 

future research would be a conflation between etymology, axiology, and epistemology, 

trying to work out a clear differentiation between “effecting the social”, “societal impact”, 

and “solving social problems”. 

One conceptual outcome of this analysis was a stricter differentiation between social 

and cultural entrepreneurship. Yet, proof has to be presented to show that this concept 

holds up in reality. Finding such proof might help to sharpen the picture of social 

entrepreneurship and make it easier to come to a universally accepted definition. Then 

one could always argue, that a cultural entrepreneur is an “individual who identifies an 
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opportunity and acts upon it in order to create social, cultural or economic value” (Dacin 

et al. 2010, p.44). In these terms, cultural entrepreneurs can create social value, which in 

terms of output (product) is the establishment of new norms and values. The social 

entrepreneur on the other hand is “an actor who applies business principles to solving 

social problems” (ibid, p.44), promoting ideology and social change. Therefore, their 

primary motives vary, as the cultural entrepreneur wants to create cultural 

enlightenment, whereas the social entrepreneur’s primary goal is to provide social 

change and well-being. Future research might lead a controversial debate whether 

social entrepreneurship can be separated that distinctly into cultural or social 

entrepreneurship or if cultural entrepreneurs can be also social ones and vice versa. 

The fifth and final implication is distilled from the mistakenly synonymous usage of social 

impact and social values. Burdge and Vanclay (1996) defined social impact as “the 

process of assessing or estimating, in advance, the social consequences that are likely to 

follow from specific policy actions or project development. […] Social impacts include all 

social and cultural consequences to human populations of any public or private actions“ 

(p. 59). This comprises all forms of businesses, but as defined in the first part of the 

analysis, the difference between social and commercial enterprises is the purpose of 

creating the social impact. The struggle in academic literature seems to be, that most 

definitions are build on sand, in a way that the definition on which they are based are 

also not clear and universal. We cant define social impact, because we do not know 

what social value it brings. That is because we always have to take into account the social 

convictions and therefore the underlying social values. In many definitions it seems 

again a dichotomous line of thinking, distinguishing social only by the value created. 

Furthermore, the meaning of value remain undefined. Future research therefore needs 

to acknowledge the importance of the unmeasurable side of social impact and focus on 

providing a demarcation of positive social impact and a differentiation between 

intentionally created positive social impact and collateral consequence of any business.  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8. Conclusion 

At the origin of this research was the question how social entrepreneurship can 

positively influence the normative values of society. After emerging into the literature 

and understanding the complexity of this question, the focus was laid on whether social 

entrepreneurship is the correct terminology for describing the impact entrepreneurial 

activities have on (the values of) society, trying to find the nature of the social in social 

entrepreneurship. This derived from the contradictions and inconsistencies of the 

academic literature and the multiple dimensions of the initial question. 

Hence, the analysis started of presenting the many interrelations between social 

entrepreneurship, societal norms, and the norms of values. As the research has shown, 

the nature of the social is less a question of values and norms, than of ideology. That 

might explain, why different schools, as discovered by Bacq and Janssen (2011), come 

to different definitions of social entrepreneurship. Ideology is vice versa shaped by the 

social environment it matures in, which makes it so difficult to find a point of entry into 

the discussion. History and culture play a very important role in any social interference 

through business to allow for a generalized concept as the one circulated in the ‘social 

entrepreneurship’ discourse (Steyaert and Hjorth 2008).  

Key findings of the research can be concluded to the following. Entrepreneurial 

activities as such do not make a social entrepreneur. Motivation and a strong focus on 

solving a social problem determine a social entrepreneur. Therefore, social 

entrepreneurship distinguishes itself from other types of entrepreneurship through its 

main focus on brining about positive social impact. Furthermore, something that affects 

societal matter is not the same as social entrepreneurship. This implies, that not every 

social impact is created through social entrepreneurship. Both can be explained by the 

societal embeddedness, which in the case of social impact is caused inevitably. As the 

analysis has shown, that not only social entrepreneurs have an impact on society but 
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rather every business. Special differentiation should be made between the cultural and 

the social entrepreneur and with that between norms, values and the well-being. 

Previously presented in the limitations, further research is needed to describe the 

coherence between positive social impact and social value. The nature of value, as one 

of the seemingly unsolvable philosophical grounds in the field of social 

entrepreneurship, was touched upon several times as social value and social 

entrepreneurship are inseparable. But the step from social entrepreneurship creates 

social impact, to social impact creates social value is not that simple. The error of 

confusing impact with value was presented in the example of ISIS and might be the of 

interest for future research. 

The research might have also provided evidence to answer “how social 

entrepreneurship can positively influence the normative values of society”. As argued by 

the concept of cultural entrepreneurship, the social entrepreneur’s only mission is to 

solve a social problem and to create well-being. Consequently, he is not interested in 

changing the normative values of society. The answer to whether this differentiation 

holds up lies within future research. 

Soothing for humanity and social science is nonetheless the fact, that the nature of the 

social seems not to be within the realms of business models and key performance 

indicators but rather remains in the social of social entrepreneurship. 
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8.1. Limitations 

Although this research was carefully prepared, there are of course limitations. Most of 

them lie in the rather unconventional methodology applied. Conceptual research as 

such has its shortcomings. First of all, it cannot be proven or disproven by an appeal to 

empirical data and is therefore non-falsifiable (Popper, 2005). But Cameron neatly 

exposed the limitations of such a view by commenting that “not everything that can be 

counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted” (p.13). The charm of 

this research is its discussible outcome and was already posted towards in the 

implications for future research Nonetheless, this analysis falls short on providing 

systematically evaluated counter evidence as well as supporting evidence in an attempt 

to refine a concept. This might be due to to the lack of time and scope but also to the 

lack of defining parameters in the research and a missing standardized procedure 

(Dreher 2003). 

Another methodological limitation originates in the narrative literature review. As it is 

very important for a conceptual research to be objective, the narrative literature review is 

often associated with a form of bias (Green et al. 2006). The set up of the analysis, 

together with the predetermined research question, has had a priming effect on how 

the analysis was carried out and what conclusions were drawn. This bias was especially 

present when discussing the entrepreneurial traits of social entrepreneurship, as the 

analysis was intended to focus on the social aspects. Nonetheless it was very important 

to go through this process to understand the underlying concepts and characteristics of 

the whole spectrum of social entrepreneurship literature. As the author, it was important 

to reduce bias as much as possible through appropriate writing and research 

techniques. 

Content-wise, this research was limited both by scope and focus of literature selected. 

First of all, there is a cultural restriction do to the language barrier, both within the 

�76



The nature of the social in social entrepreneurship

research community and of me. Even though literature reviews suggest that most 

publications are nowadays in English, the majority of research in social entrepreneurship 

still comes from the USA and UK. This leads to a strong bias towards western academia 

in this analysis, dismissing any other contribution to the research. Due to this reason the 

search for literature was solely conducted in English. Secondly, due to the scope of this 

analysis, the term “value” per se is not explicitly defined. Even though slightly touched 

upon in Nitzsche’s view on values in the introduction of this analysis, the concept is not 

strongly philosophically underpinned. It would have been of much interest to combine 

the analysis more with ethics and axiology, but a thoroughly executed research within 

the limits of the applied methodology was of primary focus. Additionally, the lack of 

knowledge in the field of philosophy has led to this decision. 

Finally, there are limitations due to the role of the researcher. In this case, there are three 

limiting factors: Longitudinal effects, biases, and language. First, longitudinal effects are 

as such, that the time available to investigate the topic was much constrained by the due 

date of the assignment. Second, the research was affected by positive and negative bias. 

Positive in a way, that the arguments from literature reflect a reliance on research that 

supports the research question and hypotheses. The negative bias was already 

mentioned in the limitations of the narrative literature review. An additional effect on the  

analysis might have had the cultural bias. Especially when it comes to values and norms, 

the ideology is strongly influenced by our societal perception and values. And third, the 

language barrier of the research applies as mentioned above not only on the research 

community, but also personally The deficiency in understanding and interpreting a 

foreign language as well as expressing on self in another language than the mother 

tongue has its very own shortcomings. 
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Appendix 

APPENDIX 1: DEFINITIONS OF SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP/ENTREPRENEURS

Source Definition

Alvord, Brown, & Letts 
(2004)

[C]reates innovative solutions to immediate social problems and mobilizes the 
ideas, capacities, resources, and social arrangements required for sustainable 

social transformations. (p. 262)

Austin, Stevenson, & Wei-
Skillern (2006)

[S]ocial entrepreneurship as innovative, social value creating activity that can 
occur within or across the nonprofit, business, or government sectors. (p. 2)

Bornstein (2004) Social entrepreneurs are people with new ideas to address major problems 
who are relentless in the pursuit of their visions . . . who will not give up until 

they have spread their ideas as far as they possibly can. (pp. 1–2)

Boschee & McClurg 
(2003)

A social entrepreneur is any person, in any sector, who uses earned income 
strategies to pursue a social objective, and a social entrepreneur differs from a 

traditional entrepreneur in two important ways: Traditional entrepreneurs 
frequently act in a socially responsible manner.... Secondly, traditional 

entrepreneurs are ultimately measured by financial results. (p. 3)

Cho (2006) [A] set of institutional practices combining the pursuit of financial objectives 
with the pursuit and promotion of substantive and terminal values. (p. 36)

Dart (2004) [Social enterprise] differs from the traditional understanding of the nonprofit 
organization in terms of strategy, structure, norms, [and] values, and 

represents a radical innovation in the nonprofit sector. (p. 411)

Dees (1998) It combines the passion of a social mission with an image of business-like 
discipline, innovation and determination (p.1)

Dees (2001) Social entrepreneurs are one species in the genus entrepreneur. They are 
entrepreneurs with a social mission. (p. 2)

Drayton (2002) [They] have the same core temperament as their industry-creating, business 
entrepreneur peers.... What defines a leading social entrepreneur? First, there 

is no entrepreneur without a powerful, new, system change idea. There are 
four other necessary ingredients: creativity, widespread impact, entrepreneurial 

quality, and strong ethical fiber. (p. 124)

Harding (2004) They are orthodox businesses with social objectives whose surpluses are 
principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, 

rather than being driven by the need to maximize profit for shareholders and 
owners. (p. 41)

Hartigan (2006) [E]ntrepreneurs whose work is aimed at progressive social transformation. . . . 
A business to drive the transformational change. While profits are generated, 
the main aim is not to maximize financial returns for shareholders but to grow 

the social venture and reach more people in need effectively. Wealth 
accumulation is not a priority—revenues beyond costs are reinvested in the 

enterprise in order to fund expansion. (p. 45)
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Haugh (2006) Social enterprise is a collective term for a range of organizations that trade for 
a social purpose. They adopt one of a variety of different legal formats but 

have in common the principles of pursuing business- led solutions to achieve 
social aims, and the reinvestment of surplus for community benefit. Their 

objectives focus on socially desired, nonfinancial goals and their outcomes are 
the nonfinancial measures of the implied demand for and supply of services. 

(Ch. 1, p. 5)

Hibbert, Hogg, & Quinn 
(2005)

Social entrepreneurship can be loosely defined as the use of entrepreneurial 
behaviour for social ends rather than for profit objectives, or alternatively, that 

the profits generated are used for the benefit of a specific disadvantaged 
group. (p. 159)

Hockerts (2006) Social purpose business ventures are hybrid enterprises straddling the 
boundary between the for-profit business world and social mission-driven 

public and nonprofit organizations. Thus they do not fit completely in either 
sphere. (p. 145)

Korosec & Berman (2006) Social entrepreneurs are defined as individuals or private organizations that 
take the initiative to identify and address important social problems in their 

communities. (pp. 448–449) [O]rganizations and individuals that develop new 
programs, services, and solutions to specific problems and those that address 

the needs of special populations. (p. 449)

Lasprogata & Cotten 
(2003)

Social entrepreneurship means nonprofit organizations that apply 
entrepreneurial strategies to sustain themselves financially while having a 

greater impact on their social mission (i.e., the “double bottom line”). (p. 69)

Leadbetter (1997) A vast array of economic, educational, research, welfare, social and spiritual 
activities engaged in by various organizations

Light (2006) A social entrepreneur is an individual, group, network, organization, or alliance 
of organizations that seeks sustainable, large-scale change through pattern-

breaking ideas in what or how governments, nonprofits, and businesses do to 
address significant social problems. (p. 50)

Mair and Martí (2004) A process consisting in the innovative use and combination of resources to 
explore and exploit opportunities that aims at catalyzing social change by 

catering to basic human needs in a sustainable manner (p.3)

Mair & Martí (2006) [A] process involving the innovative use and combination of resources to 
pursue opportunities to catalyze social change and/or address social needs. 

(p. 37)

Mair and Noboa (2006) The innovative use of resource combinations to pursue opportunities aiming at 
the creation of organizations and/or practices that yield and sustain social 

benefits. We deliberately do not delimit the definition to initiatives in the non-
profit sector and imply a notion of helping behaviour (p.122)

Source Definition
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Martin & Osberg (2007) We define social entrepreneurship as having the following three components: 
(1) identifying a stable but inherently unjust equilibrium that causes the 

exclusion, marginalization, or suffering of a segment of humanity that lacks the 
financial means or political clout to achieve any transformative benefit on its 

own; (2) identifying an opportunity in this unjust equilibrium, developing a 
social value proposition, and bringing to bear inspiration, creativity, direct 

action, courage, and fortitude, thereby challenging the stable state’s 
hegemony; and (3) forging a new, stable equilibrium that releases trapped 

potential or alleviates the suffering of the targeted group, and through imitation 
and the creation of a stable ecosystem around the new equilibrium ensuring a 

better future for the targeted group and even society at large. (p. 35)

Masseti (2008) Introduce the Social Entrepreneur Matrix (SEM). Based on whether a business 
has a more market- or socially driven mission and whether or not it requires 
profit, the SEM combines those factors that most clearly differentiate social 

entrepreneurism from traditional entrepreneurism. (p. 7)

Mort, Weerawardena, & 
Carnegie (2003)

[A] multidimensional construct involving the expression of entrepreneurially 
virtuous behaviour to achieve the social mission, a coherent unity of purpose 

and action in the face of moral complexity, the ability to recognise social value-
creating opportunities and key decision-making characteristics of 

innovativeness, proactiveness and risk-taking. (p. 76)

Nicholls (2008) Social entrepreneurship is a set of innovative and effective activities that focus 
strategically on resolving social market failures and creating new opportunities 
to add social value systemically using a range of resources and organizational 
formats to maximize social impact and bring about change. Simply put, social 
entrepreneurship is defined by its two constituent elements: a prime strategic 
focus on social impact and an innovative approach to achieving its mission (p.

23, 13)

Peredo & McLean (2006) [S]ocial entrepreneurship is exercised where some person or group: (1) aim(s) 
at creating social value, either exclusively or at least in some prominent way; 
(2) show(s) a capacity to recognize and take advantage of opportunities to 

create that value (“envision”); (3) employ(s) innovation, ranging from outright 
invention to adapting someone else’s novelty, in creating and/or distributing 
social value; (4) is/are willing to accept an above-average degree of risk in 

creating and disseminating social value; and (5) is/are unusually resourceful in 
being relatively undaunted by scarce assets in pursuing their social venture. 

(p. 64)

Perrini & Vurro (2006) We define SE as a dynamic process created and managed by an individual or 
team (the innovative social entrepreneur), which strives to exploit social 

innovation with an entrepreneurial mindset and a strong need for achievement, 
in order to create new social value in the market and community at large. (Ch. 

1, p. 4)

Prabhu (1999) [P]ersons who create or manage innovative entrepreneurial organizations or 
ventures whose primary mission is the social change and development of their 

client group. (p. 140)

Roberts & Woods (2005) Social entrepreneurship is the construction, evaluation, and pursuit of 
opportunities for transformative social change carried out by visionary, 

passionately dedicated individuals. (p. 49)

Source Definition
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Robinson (2006) I define social entrepreneurship as a process that includes: the identification of 
a specific social problem and a specific solution . . . to address it; the 

evaluation of the social impact, the business model and the sustainability of 
the venture; and the creation of a social mission-oriented for-profit or a 

business-oriented nonprofit entity that pursues the double (or triple) bottom 
line. (p. 95)

Schwab Foundation A social enterprise is an organization that achieves large scale, systemic and 
sustainable social change through a new invention, a different approach, a 

more rigorous application of known technologies or strategies, or a 
combination of these. (http://www.schwabfound.org/sf/SocialEntrepreneurs/

index.htm.)

Seelos & Mair (2005) Social entrepreneurship combines the resourcefulness of traditional 
entrepreneurship with a mission to change society. (p. 241)

Sharir & Lerner (2006) [T]he social entrepreneur is acting as a change agent to create and sustain 
social value without being limited to resources currently in hand. (p. 3)

Skoll Foundation [T]he social entrepreneur aims for value in the form of transformational change 
that will benefit disadvantaged communities and ultimately society at large. 

Social entrepreneurs pioneer innovative and systemic approaches for meeting 
the needs of the marginalized, the disadvantaged and the disenfranchised—
populations that lack the financial means or political clout to achieve lasting 

benefit on their own. (http://www.skollfoundation.org/
aboutsocialentrepreneurship/whatis.asp.)

Stryjan (2006) Social entrepreneurship is viewed as a category of entrepreneurship that 
primarily (1) is engaged in by collective actors, and (2) involves, in a central 
role in the undertaking’s resource mix, socially embedded resources [...] and 
their conversion into (market-) convertible resources, and vice versa (p.35)

Tan, Williams, & Tan 
(2005)

A legal person is a social entrepreneur from t1 to t2 just in case that person 
attempts from t1 to t2, to make profits for society or a segment of it by 

innovation in the face of risk, in a way that involves that society or segment of 
it. (p. 358)

Thompson (2002) [P]eople with the qualities and behaviours we associate with the business 
entrepreneur but who operate in the community and are more concerned with 

caring and helping than “making money.” (p. 413)

Thompson, Alvy, & Lees 
(2000)

[P]eople who realize where there is an opportunity to satisfy some unmet need 
that the state welfare system will not or cannot meet, and who gather together 

the necessary resources (generally people, often volunteers, money and 
premises) and use these to “make a difference.” (p. 328)

Thompson & Doherty 
(2006)

Social enterprises—defined simply—are organisations seeking business 
solutions to social problems. (p. 362)

Tracey & Jarvis (2007) [T]he notion of trading for a social purpose is at the core of social 
entrepreneurship, requiring that social entrepreneurs identify and exploit 
market opportunities, and assemble the necessary resources, in order to 

develop products and/or services that allow them to generate “entrepreneurial 
profit” for a given social project. (p. 671)

Source Definition
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(adapted from Dacin et al. 2010, pp.39-41; Braq & Janssen 2011, pp.399-400) 

Waddock & Post (1991) [A]n individual who brings about changes in the perception of social issues.... 
[They] play critical roles in bringing about “catalytic changes” in the public 

sector agenda and the perception of certain social issues. (p. 393)

Weerawardena and 
Sullivan Mort (2006)

A behavioural phenomenon expressed in a NFP organization context aimed at 
delivering social value through the exploitation of perceived opportunities (p.

22, 32)

Social entrepreneurship is a bounded multi- dimensional construct that is 
deeply rooted in an organization’s social mission, its drive for sustainability and 

highly influenced and shaped by the environmental dynamics. Opportunity 
recognition is embedded in these three dimensions

Social entrepreneurship strives to achieve social value creation and this 
requires the display of innovativeness, proactiveness and risk management 

behaviour

Social entrepreneurs’ behaviour in regard to risk is highly constrained by their 
primary objective of building a sustainable organiza- tion and hence do not 
support Dees’ view that social entrepreneurs do not allow the lack of initial 

resources to limit their options

Finally, social entrepreneurs can indeed remain competitive whilst fulfilling their 
social mission

Yunus (2008) [A]ny innovative initiative to help people may be described as social 
entrepreneurship. The initiative may be economic or non-economic, for-profit 

or not-for-profit. (p. 32)

Zahra, Gedajlovic, 
Neubaum, & Shulman 

(2009)

Social entrepreneurship encompasses the activities and processes undertaken 
to discover, define, and exploit opportunities in order to enhance social wealth 
by creating new ventures or managing existing organizations in an innovative 

manner. (p. 5)

Source Definition
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