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ABSTRACT 

 

Nowadays, entrepreneurship, specifically social entrepreneurship (SE), is drawing the attention of so many 

scholars, researchers and policy makers. Social entrepreneurs play a critical and significant role in any economy. 

They are known as social change agents, which are able to make fundamental contributions to economic and 

social development. However, there is not a common view about the topic, especially in the field of SE. This 

paper seeks to elaborate the concept of SE, as a unique and distinct concept. In order to do so, the paper reviews 

the existing literature on SE and proposes a model to put together the concepts and ideas and provide a 

comprehensive and common view for the beneficiaries of this phenomenon. This paper will rebuild the existing 

view of the SE as a two-sided fact, which includes ‘Social’ and ‘Entrepreneurship’ dimensions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Social entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial social activity, or social ventures might convey the same meaning at the 

first glance. Nevertheless, defining social entrepreneurship and making difference between it and other related 

areas, is not an easy task. Definitions and conceptualizations exist in this field of study, which range from broad 

to narrow. We briefly review those close areas and go through the main issue in question, i.e. social 

entrepreneurship. 

The for-profit sector as well as the non-profit sector is undergoing the transition stage. Different terms have 

been used to show the boundaries between these two sectors, such as ‘blended value’ (e.g. Emerson, 2003; 

Nicholls, 2009), ‘shared value’ (e.g. Porter and Kramer 2011), ‘profit seeking’ (e.g. Thompson, 2002). One 

might ask that how these two concepts differ, while both are propelled to be socially responsible. Or, more 

precisely, what is the main difference between social enterprises and social entrepreneurship organizations. Why 

non profit organizations or civil society organizations (CSOs) tend to take advantage of entrepreneurial 

activities? The answers to these questions will be provided later on. 

Terms such as ‘social business’, ‘social enterprise’ (Cannon, 2000), ‘social entrepreneur’, ‘social ventures’, 

‘civic entrepreneur’ (Henton et al., 1997) and the like, are becoming hazy and bringing a variety of 

interpretations to our minds. Again, it should be noted that the main concept in this study is social 

entrepreneurship, and any other term is used to clarify and distinguish between this concept and others. 

 

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP: LITERATURE REVIEW AND ANALYSIS 

 

Social entrepreneurship is an emerging, controversial and attracting filed of study (Austin et al., 2006), as it is 

put today. The significant amount of definitions, frameworks, models, and regulatory considerations in the last 

three decades is a witness to this fact. Social entrepreneurship includes a vast range of personal initiatives, 

trends and social organizational structures (Roper & Cheney, 2005). This phenomenon is generally 

conceptualized as a two-sided entity, which includes ‘social’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ dimensions (Peredo & 

McLean, 2006). This type of entrepreneurship is somehow confusing; because so many scholars and 

policymakers do not consider an entrepreneurial aspect for this type of socio-economic activity. Nevertheless, 

there are some reasons behind the engagement of these institutions in entrepreneurial activities. The reason in 

United States of America was government funding cutbacks in the 80’s (Kerlin, 2006), in Europe it was because 

of the crisis of the welfare state and increased unemployment (Kerlin, 2006; Spear & Bidet, 2005), and in Asia, 

it seems to be a result of the lack of governmental supports, except in some countries. 
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Dees (1998) speaks of social entrepreneur as a type of entrepreneur. In order to define this phenomenon, we 

might tend to divide the concept into two parts: ‘social’ and ‘entrepreneurship’, as it is almost a well known and 

routine way of defining this influential concept. In order to do so, we define entrepreneurship as the process of 

identification (or creation), evaluation and exploitation of opportunities (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) via 

creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1942). Social aspect of the concept is also significant to be defined. But we go 

far beyond this minimal view, and review the existing definitions, conceptualizations, models and frameworks.  

Drucker considers that social entrepreneurs ‘... change the performance capacity of society’ (Gendron, 1996), 

while Schulyer (1998) calls them as individuals who have a vision for change. Both definitions convey a fragile 

note: social entrepreneurs are change agents of a society, but their change is mainly in line with social needs and 

problems, not necessarily market. Sharir and Lerner (2006) named them change agents as well, which act to 

create and sustain social values without limiting themselves to current resources.  

As Spear (2000) notes, social entrepreneurship is entrepreneurship in a social context for non-commercial 

organizations. Leadbeater (1997) argues that social entrepreneurs are recognizers of resources in small 

quantities that would meet more social needs. He shows the sources of social entrepreneurship amongst three 

spheres of economic activity (public, private, and voluntary), as well. He argues that social entrepreneurship 

occurs at the intersection of these three sectors. Thompson (2002) refers to the existence of social 

entrepreneurship in the non-profit sector. Reis (1999) argues the proximity of business and market based skills 

to social services. Such businesses tend to challenge their earnings by engagement in activities to face social 

service problems and shortcomings. However, some authors argue that it arises not from the individual but from 

an organization’s social mission (Weerawadena & Mort, 2006).  

Fowler (2000) has produced a complex social entrepreneurship typology, highlighting three categories of 

entrepreneurial social activities: ‘integrated social entrepreneurship’, ’re-interpretation’, and ‘complementary 

social entrepreneurship’. Drayton (2002) studied the citizen sector, their entrepreneurial talent on solving social 

problems and stick-to-itiveness until the job is done.  

Social transformation, creating innovative solutions to social dilemmas, mobilization of ideas, capacities and 

resources, was presumed as the main roles of a social entrepreneur (Alvord et al., 2004). Tan et al. (2005) 

enumerate some characteristics for a social entrepreneur, in their eyes a social entrepreneur is an innovative risk 

taker individual who makes profit for society. 

Seelos and Mair (2005) highlighted the role of social entrepreneurship in efficiently catering to basic human 

needs that exist in market and other entities have failed to satisfy. Mair and Marti (2006) believe that social 

entrepreneurship encompasses a wide range of activities including: enterprising individuals, social purpose 

business ventures, new types of philanthropists, and non-profit organizations. Nicholls (2006) categorizes the 

institutions, according to the level of integration between the social aspects and business activities, into three 

groups: embedded, integrated, and external. 

In the literature, there is a comprehensive definition for this matter, argued by Peredo and MacLean (2006). In 

their stand point of view, ‘social 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.’ 

Anderson et al. (2006), however, in their study suppose it as ‘... a multidimensional construct involving the 

expression of virtuous behavior in order to achieve a social mission, a coherent unity of purpose and action in 

the face of moral complexity, the ability to recognize social value-creating opportunities and decision- making 

characteristics of innovativeness, pro-activeness, and risk taking.’ 

Certo and Miller (2008) argue that social entrepreneurship is nothing but a sub-discipline within the field of 

entrepreneurship. Their attitude toward its definition is somehow similar to our primary interpretation. They 

presume that social entrepreneurship involves the recognition, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities 

which result in social value. From their point of view, social value is of paramount importance, and personal or 

shareholder wealth comes next.    

Zahra et al. (2009) propose a typology of social entrepreneurs. In their typology, 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.’ 

Some authors, such as Neck et al. (2009) provide a classification of social entrepreneurs according to two 

dimensions: their mission, and their achieved degree of impact. They consider it vital to develop indicator for 

measuring social entrepreneurship.   

Institutional Economic Theory (North, 1990; 2005) was at the core of many recent studies. For example, 

Townsend (2008) argued the perceived institutional ambiguity, institutional factors and the choice of 

organizational forms for social entrepreneurial ventures. Mair and Marti (2009) argued the institutional voids 

and processes, while Nicholls (2009) refered to reporting and auditing practices used by social entrepreneurs. In 
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another paper, Nicholls (2010) analyzed the new landscape of social investment and its institutionalization. 

Urbano et al. (2010) investigated the social entrepreneurship from an institutional perspective. They examined 

how these institutional factors affect the emergence and implementation of social entrepreneurship.  

A process based view of social entrepreneurship was recently proposed by Perrini et al. (2010). In this view, the 

need for consistency between individual, organization and contextual factors was highlighted. Their view aims 

at scaling up social change. Sud et al. (2009) believe that ‘social entrepreneurship cannot reasonably be 

expected to solve social problems on a large scale for a variety of reasons’. They have labeled the reasons as 

follows: organizational legitimacy pressures, isomorphic pressures, political pressures, structural pressures, and 

moral pressures. 

Note that the distinction between social and conventional/commercial entrepreneurship was referred to, either 

directly or indirectly, in the literature; but clearly from the above mentioned reviewed literature, it is possible to 

highlight the role of social aspect of SE. Nonetheless, as recommended by Short et al. (2009), scholars are better 

to frame their future researches using established theories, such as contingency theory, creation theory and so 

on. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Induction and qualitative research approach were undertaken in this paper. Induction is a common method to 

build theories, while deduction is used to test existing theories. Since the issue of SE, as it is now, is not easy to 

be tested through existing theories which are mainly interdisciplinary in nature, in this study we try to pave the 

way for future studies by providing a model. 

The methods used in this article are literature review and analysis, expert interviews, and focus group sessions. 

The authors focused on the reference articles, journal papers, and books to review and analyze the literature. 

After a deep exploration in the literature, a preliminary framework was proposed. Then, expert views were 

added to the mentioned framework and some corrections were done. At last, during a series of well-organized 

focus group sessions, the model was finalized and approved. 

 

Proposing a Comprehensive Model for Social Entrepreneurship 

Social entrepreneurship is a significant field of study for scholars, academics and even policymakers, as 

discussed earlier. Based on the review of conceptual SE articles and papers (Short et al., 2009), the research in 

this domain will not accelerate until theoretical relationships become more explicit and measurable. In this 

paper, authors try to mainly concentrate upon proposing a more comprehendible and comprehensive model of 

SE. Therefore, a schematic view of the model will be illustrated. 

We consider social entrepreneurship as a process which includes following dimensions: entrepreneurship and all 

its components with a different view toward ‘value’ at individual or firm level; and a philanthropic and humane 

orientation, with generally social goals and missions which results in social value creation, social changes and 

sustainable development. 

As it is illustrated in Figure 1, social entrepreneurship occurs when Individual-Opportunity Nexus (Shane, 2003) 

is considered, but in broader sense we would better include organization as a social entrepreneur. It should be 

noted that social entrepreneurs, in our model, need to deal with environmental and contextual elements to fulfill 

their tasks: Social idea formation, opportunity creation (e.g. Alvarez & Barney, 2005; Baker & Nelson, 2005; 

Loasby, 2002; Sarasvathy, 2001; Langlois & Cosgel, 1993; Gartner, 1985; Casson, 1982; Schumpeter, 1934), 

discovery (e.g. Kirzner, 1973), opportunity evaluation, opportunity exploitation (e.g. Nelson & Winter, 1982), 

and social value creation (e.g Gartner, 1988; Austin et al., 2006; Weerewardena & Mort, 2006). This process 

will result in social goal and mission accomplishment, and social responsibility realization. It is crystal clear that 

any entrepreneurial activity will result in economic value creation, but the reason we highlighted the social value 

creation in the model, is due to the fact that social achievements of these entrepreneurs should be as significant 

as possible to be called social entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurs are social change agents who mobilize their 

resources (existing or needed) and abilities to realize social changes and sustainable development.   

In the first step, social entrepreneurs seek to form social ideas. Social ideas are originated from social needs, 

shortcomings, social imbalances, and so on. When the idea is generated, social entrepreneurs reveal two general 

types of behavior: opportunity creation or discovery. The choice depends on the applied paradigm. When the 

approach is selected, the social opportunity will be needed to be evaluated. Entrepreneurs generally use business 

plans, feasibility studies or some other methods to evaluate the opportunity. Then, exploitation methods will be 

used to create economic and social value. Here, the value proposition concept is instrumental. Through this 

process goals and missions will be accomplished and social responsibilities realized. Comparing the realized SE 

status against new social goals and missions, a feedback loop will influence the idea formation, and the process 

will continue.  

Additionally, the success and realization of a social entrepreneurial activity hinges on the consideration of 

environmental and contextual elements. The main elements are as follows: social missions statements and goals; 
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international culture; national culture; belief in accepted social values; economic situation; political stability; 

social situation; entrepreneurial infrastructure.  

 
Figure 1: Social Entrepreneurship Model 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Contrary to the common belief that individuals and firms engage in entrepreneurial activities in order to make 

profits and economic gains, a considerable amount of social entrepreneurial activities are witness to the fact that 

social value creation and solving societal problems are of paramount importance from the eyes of entrepreneurs.  

This paper set out to answer the question: What is social entrepreneurship, and what makes it unique? In order 

to answer this question, in this paper, we primarily reviewed and analyzed the literature on SE. Then, a model 

was proposed to elaborate the meaning of SE. It should be noted that the expert views and focus group sessions 

helped us consolidate the views and propose a comprehensive and comprehendible model. In a nutshell, social 

entrepreneurship could be defined as a recurring process starting from social idea formation, and going through 

some steps toward social value creation, which leads to social changes and sustainable development.  

Social entrepreneurship as a concept which can no longer be taken for granted is fading away. Proposing 

models, like the one in this paper, aims at clarifying and elaborating the concept in question. The importance of 

a unifying model which is able to define SE better, is not needed to be over interpreted. A common view for 

scholars, academics, policy makers and all other beneficiaries is a worthy achievement. However, there is a need 

to consider the concept in different contexts, linking the social entrepreneurship models to other micro and 

macro models, promoting social entrepreneurship attitudes amongst various beneficiaries of the society, and 

providing a better context for social entrepreneurship to take place. 
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