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| 1. Introduction

In the practice, there is a growing diffusion of forms of social entrepreneurship, both in the non-profit sector, in which
innovative approaches tend to spread that allow the generation of revenues, allowing the sustainability and development
of individual initiatives, and in for-profit organizations that identify and pursue business opportunities aimed at jointly
generating economic value for shareholders and social value. This has aroused the interest of scholars from various
disciplines, who have tried to define the boundaries and distinctive characteristics of social entrepreneurship and to
understand its determinants, success factors, and criticalities.

Social entrepreneurship is an emerging but rapidly growing field @2 involving diverse sectors such as innovation,
technology, public policy, community development, social movements, and non-profit organizations BEl. The main
objectives of social entrepreneurship are the reduction of poverty and illiteracy, the improvement of collective well-being

and the quality of life of the community, the overcoming of social injustice, the conservation of the environment for future
generations A6,

Several authors agree that the SE literature is still in an early stage of development EBIEI0, This is evidenced by the fact
that a universal definition has not yet been reached 112 partly as a consequence of the definition difficulties that
characterize the more general field of entrepreneurship studies, and in part for the heterogeneity of the contributions that
have addressed the issue from different points of view, often focusing on single specific areas.

In general, social entrepreneurship can be considered as a form of social change by means of innovative ideas or actions
to achieve social objectives and create new value RSI4I5] through an organization that is financially independent and
self-sufficient 81117,

Despite this growing interest from the scientific community, analysis of the state of SE literature has shown that scholars
struggle to determine a coherent and non-fragmented theoretical framework 1819 due to uncertainty and confusion
about who a social entrepreneur is and what he/she does.

| 2. Facts about Social Entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship scholars have adopted different approaches to define the construct. However, a common element

to many of the definitions in the literature is the creation of social value [ZABIL8I211[22][23]24] o scial wealth 2,

More generally, it can be said that in all the definitions analyzed, there is an explicit reference to the social dimension
expressed through the creation of social value or to the pursuit of a social objective or mission 22 or the impact of social
entrepreneurship in terms of social benefits (28], mitigation or solution of social problems 24, satisfaction of social needs
28] social justice & or social change 221391311,

For example, Dees 29, considers the social entrepreneur as a change agent who works through a mission to create
social value and the search for new opportunities to achieve that mission. Where others see problems, social
entrepreneurs see opportunities. The will to innovate is part of the entrepreneurs’ modus operandi, and it should not be
understood as a sudden explosion of creativity, but as a continuous process of exploration and learning. Furthermore,
entrepreneurs tend to have a high tolerance for ambiguity and learn to manage the risks associated with it. They see



failure as a learning opportunity and act responsibly, using scarce resources efficiently, calculating risks so as to reduce
the harm that will result from failure.

This is an idealized definition, generally, the more an individual meets these requirements, the more he or she will be
considered a social entrepreneur. As Dess 29 argues, in reality, many social entrepreneurs present these characteristics
in different ways and to different degrees, and very few fit exactly this definition of social entrepreneur.

When systematizing the numerous contributions that characterize social entrepreneurship, in general, two lines of
research distinguish the field in the literature. Indeed, many authors have limited the scope of social entrepreneurship to
the non-profit sector B2, a sector on which the studies had initially focused, through the analysis of the differences
between social enterprises and commercial enterprises. Other authors, especially recently, have extended the scope of
social entrepreneurship to include hybrid organizations that combine economic and social goals 19331341 - generating
social change through sustainable business models. In this context, the concept of social innovation becomes central as a
balance between social entrepreneurship and other forms of entrepreneurship.

According to Christopoulos and Vogl 2, while commercial entrepreneurs approach the problem from a purely economic
point of view, social entrepreneurs are motivated by social needs. Of the same opinion is Olsen B8 according to whom
the social entrepreneur uses the same tools that are usually used in the traditional sector, but applies them to solve social
problems.

Austin et al. B used four variables to compare social and commercial entrepreneurship, trying to establish differences.
The first variable used is market failure, which is a situation that describes an inefficient distribution of goods and services
in the free market. In this sense, a problem for the commercial entrepreneur becomes an opportunity for the social
entrepreneur. The second variable is the mission defined as the values and visions that guide the entrepreneur. In
principle, the basic purpose of social entrepreneurship is the creation of social value for public welfare, while the
entrepreneur seeks the creation of profitable operations that result, in the first instance, in private profitability for the
shareholders.

A third variable is resource mobilization, which refers to the set of activities put in place to ensure new and additional
resources for the organization. On the one hand, “the nondistributive restriction on surpluses generated by nonprofit
organizations and the embedded social purpose of for-profit or hybrid forms of social enterprise limits social entrepreneurs
from tapping into the same capital markets as commercial entrepreneurs” & (p. 371). Finally, the fourth variable is defined
as performance measurement, a process by which an organization monitors important aspects of its systems. Data are
collected to reflect how its processes work, and this information is used to guide the organization’s decisions over time.
This represents a limitation for social enterprises, which, unlike commercial enterprises, encounter great difficulties in
evaluating performance due to the impossibility of measuring the social impact [,

Weerawardena and Sullivan Mort B4 described opportunity identification as a separate activity in which social
entrepreneurs actively seek opportunities to create social value. According to their study, the process of identification of
opportunities and evaluation is simultaneously influenced by the social mission and by organizational and environmental
sustainability. Regarding the sources of identification of opportunities, Thompson et al. 28 found that opportunities could
arise from an individual’s vision or necessity.

Grayson and Hodges B¥ coined the term “corporate social opportunity” to designate these opportunities, which
correspond to the possibility of combining the creation of economic value for the company with a benefit for society. The
authors defined these opportunities as “commercially viable activities which also advance environmental and social
sustainability” B2 (p. 11). These activities with economic and socio-environmental significance typically involve some form
of innovation.

From this perspective, the social component of entrepreneurship consists of the ability to identify innovative solutions for
specific social problems. Therefore, innovation is another key element of social entrepreneurs because it involves novelty
for a relevant company in society 49 and it is what has distinguished social entrepreneurship from other forms of
entrepreneurship, especially in recent years.

Bloom and Chatterji &4, for example, explicitly identified social entrepreneurs as individuals who seek to solve or mitigate
a social problem by developing change strategies that differ from those that have been used to address the problem in the
past. The distinction with respect to other initiatives with social purposes lies in the innovativeness of the solutions
adopted, which—by definition—can correspond to very different organizational forms, corporate forms, management



practices, and business models: hence the considerable heterogeneity of social entrepreneurship initiatives and the
difficulty of describing its boundaries.

This approach reflects that of several works on entrepreneurship that attribute a central role to innovation and interpret
entrepreneurship as the ability to recombine resources in an innovative way. Furthermore, similar to what has been found
with regard to entrepreneurship in general, the definition of social entrepreneurship often emphasizes the change
generated by the innovative action of the entrepreneur.

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 41 defined entrepreneurs as agents of change in
growth in a market economy; similarly, some authors have identified social entrepreneurs as agents of change in the
social sector (29122,

Social entrepreneurship is explicitly indicated in several contributions as a harbinger of social transformations 229139 |
this regard, Martin and Osberg 23! underlined the ability of social entrepreneurs to identify stable equilibrium situations
characterized by social inequity and to change them, generating a new equilibrium that corresponds to better conditions
for a group of people. These authors therefore recognized a role of creative destruction for social entrepreneurship, which
involves changing the status quo and redefining social balances, as in the Schumpeterian vision the innovation brought by
the entrepreneur undermines the market rents.

Furthermore, the definition of Martin and Osberg (23] emphasized how the new equilibrium generated for the benefit of one
group can be extended to others as a result of imitation.

This is an interesting aspect because, even if the actual impact dimension of social entrepreneurship is still to be
evaluated, we note how it can be linked to two aspects: the direct effect, i.e., the immediate change generated by the
business social entrepreneur; the indirect effect related to the attention that this activity arouses toward specific social
problems and toward innovative ways to deal with them 22,

This emphasis on the extent of the effects that can be generated by social entrepreneurship and on the supremacy of this
form of social change corresponds to that which, with prevalent regard to environmental sustainability issues, Hall et al.
[42] defined as a “panacea hypothesis”, i.e., the idea that through entrepreneurship it is possible to reach a solution to the
problems of society. At present, however, this actually turns out to be just a hypothesis, yet to be adequately tested and
against which, as mentioned above, important questions also arise about the direction of social change and the values
that guide it.

Despite the differences that characterize the different approaches, the authors who are engaged in the study of social
entrepreneurship have highlighted common themes that need to be taken into consideration. Social entrepreneurship
combines the passion of a social mission with the entrepreneurial approach 3. Social entrepreneurship uses the
principles of entrepreneurship to organize, create, and manage a business to bring about social change. They are change
agents with a problem-solving mission. The social mission is the core of what distinguishes social entrepreneurs from
classical entrepreneurs 29, Social entrepreneurs are like entrepreneurs only they are driven by social improvement and
not by profits 49,

To overcome the problem of a universal definition, we accepted the suggestion of Choi and Majumdar 44, namely, of
considering social entrepreneurship as a concept of cluster, formed by sub-concepts: creation of value by the social
entrepreneur, SE organization, and social innovation.
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