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Introduction

Most economists and academics support the notion 
that entrepreneurship is becoming a crucial factor in 
the development and well-being of societies. Whether 
the entrepreneurial activities are practiced in factor-
driven, efficiency-driven, or innovation-driven econom-
ies (Porter et al., 2002; tinyurl.com/7vwutgr), the ultimate 
results continue to exhibit: i) lower unemployment 
rates; ii) increased tendency to adopt innovation; and 
iii) accelerated structural changes in the economy. En-
trepreneurship offers new competition, and as such 
promotes improved productivity and healthy economic 
competitiveness (UNCTAD, 2004; tinyurl.com/d3xkdj4).

Social entrepreneurship is the field in which entrepren-
eurs tailor their activities to be directly tied with the ulti-
mate goal of creating social value. In doing so, they 
often act with little or no intention to gain personal 

profit. A social entrepreneur “combines the passion of a 
social mission with an image of business-like discip-
line, innovation, and determination commonly associ-
ated with, for instance, the high-tech pioneers of 
Silicon Valley” (Dees, 1998; tinyurl.com/86g2a6). 

The use of the term social entrepreneurship is gaining 
increased popularity. However, confusion and uncer-
tainty are constantly noted about what exactly a social 
entrepreneur is and does. The term social entrepreneur 
is ill-defined (Barendsen and Gardner, 2004: 
tinyurl.com/75jr5sp; Weerawardena and Mort, 2006: 
tinyurl.com/7erg5lz), it is fragmented, and it has no coher-
ent theoretical framework (Weerawardena and Mort, 
2006). The absence of consensus on a research topic 
usually results in researchers working independently 
and failing to build upon one another’s work, therefore 
knowledge cannot be accumulated (Bruyat and Julien, 
2000; tinyurl.com/76ahqkm). 

While individuals may be publicly recognized as social entrepreneurs for their contribu-
tions to improve the welfare of communities, the field of social entrepreneurship contin-
ues to struggle to gain academic legitimacy. Social entrepreneurship is a term in search of 
a good definition. The current use of the term seems vague and limitless; it needs boundar-
ies to demarcate its function. The lack of a common definition hinders research and raises 
questions about which social or profit-making activities fall within the spectrum of social 
entrepreneurship. To become an important stream in the entrepreneurship literature, so-
cial entrepreneurship needs to be properly defined and it requires a theoretical framework 
that links it to the theory of entrepreneurship. This article builds on the literature to define 
social entrepreneurship, discusses the boundaries of socially-oriented entrepreneurial 
activities, and positions the social entrepreneur in the spectrum of entrepreneurship. 

Whenever society is stuck or has an opportunity to seize a 
new opportunity, it needs an entrepreneur to see the 
opportunity and then to turn that vision into a realistic 
idea and then a reality and then, indeed, the new pattern 
all across society. We need such entrepreneurial 
leadership at least as much in education and human 
rights as we do in communications and hotels. This is the 
work of social entrepreneurs.
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There is a need to better define what is meant by the 
term social entrepreneur. How are social entrepreneurs 
different from other entrepreneurs? How are social en-
trepreneurs different from managers of social workers? 
What constitutes social entrepreneurship and what 
does not? 

In this article, we first review some of the literature dis-
cussing the definition of entrepreneurship and then 
provide a clear and concise definition of social entre-
preneurship. Next, we identify the unique features of 
social entrepreneurs and suggest boundaries for social 
entrepreneurship.

Characteristics of Entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship needs to be defined in a way 
that is consistent with what is known about entrepren-
eurship. This section identifies the characteristics of the 
entrepreneur. 

According to the business management literature, en-
trepreneurship is an exceptional set of activities carried 

out by individuals with an exceptional mind-set in or-
der to maximize profit. Therefore, the process is closely 
tied to success. We use “exceptional mind-set” as a 
broader term to encapsulate the characteristics that 
shape the entrepreneurial activities of those individuals 
(see Table 1). The business literature differentiates en-
trepreneurs from business people by including state-
ments such as: entrepreneurs “create needs”; while 
business people “satisfy needs” (2010 Global Report: 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2011; 
tinyurl.com/8xzvv3p). Entrepreneurs are conceptualized as 
individuals who see the world differently and envision 
the future better than others do. They seize opportunit-
ies that otherwise would go unnoticed. They perceive 
and accept risks differently than others. Table 1 shows 
the core characteristics of entrepreneurs, as extracted 
from full or partial definitions in the literature on ven-
ture creation, opportunity exploitation, and profit max-
imization. These characteristics highlight the 
economist’s view of an entrepreneur as an individual 
with an exceptional mind-set; individuals with such a 
mind-set are seen as key to venture growth maximiza-
tion and economic prosperity.

Table 1. Contrasting definitions and core characteristics of the terms “entrepreneur” and “entrepreneurship”
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Characteristics of Social Entrepreneurship

Although the use of the term social entrepreneur is grow-
ing rapidly, the field of social entrepreneurship lacks 
rigour and is in its infancy compared to the wider field of 
entrepreneurship. Success stories of individuals solving 
complex social problems are being used to legitimize the 
field of social entrepreneurship. For example, in 2004, 
Stanford University launched Social E Lab (socialelab.org) 
as part of its Entrepreneurial Design for Extreme Afford-
ability course, which promotes the use of entrepreneur-
ship principles to solve social and environmental 
problems. The program spun off a number of success-
ful projects, including DripTech (driptech.com), Project 
Healthy Children (projecthealthychildren.org), and Embrace 
(embraceglobal.org). Other examples of well-established or-
ganizations that are frequently referenced in the literat-
ure on social entrepreneurship include: Ashoka 
(ashoka.org), OneWorld Health (oneworldhealth.org), The 
Skoll Foundation (skollfoundation.org), and the Schwab 
Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship (schwabfound.org). 
However, the field is arguably phenomenon-driven 

(Mair and Martı´, 2005; tinyurl.com/7ubxt5q) and falls 
short when compared to areas that are perceived to 
have greater rigour applied to them. As evidence of this, 
scholars have yet to link social entrepreneurship to the 
theory of entrepreneurship and knowledge. 

The interest in social entrepreneurs stems from their 
role in addressing critical social problems and the ded-
ication they show in improving the well-being of soci-
ety (Zahra et al., 2008; tinyurl.com/87upzh3). The public 
often hold social entrepreneurs in high regard because 
of the multitude of social needs they satisfy and the im-
proved life quality they bring to affected societies. 

When comparing the definitions and characteristics of 
entrepreneurs (Table 1) with those of social entrepren-
eurs (Table 2), we see that the ultimate goal of an entre-
preneur is to create economic wealth whereas, for a 
social entrepreneur, the priority is to fulfill their social 
mission. Social entrepreneurs design their revenue-gen-
erating strategies to directly serve their mission to deliv-
er social value. 

Table 2. Contrasting definitions and core characteristics of the terms “social entrepreneur” and “social entrepreneurship”

http://www.theatlantic.com/past/docs/issues/98jan/ashoka.htm
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/00251740010340517
http://www.caseatduke.org/documents/dees_sedef.pdf
http://books.google.ca/books?id=nqjB9AnECOQC
http://www.demos.co.uk/files/theriseofthesocialentrepreneur.pdf?1240939425
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/sej.43
http://socialelab.org/
http://www.driptech.com
http://www.projecthealthychildren.org
http://embraceglobal.org/
http://www.ashoka.org
http://www.oneworldhealth.org/
http://www.skollfoundation.org/
http://www.schwabfound.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2005.09.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/sej.43


Technology Innovation Management Review February 2012

25www.timreview.ca

Social Entrepreneurship: Definition and Boundaries
Samer Abu-Saifan

Defining Social Entrepreneurship

In this section, we build on the definitions presented in 
Table 2 and propose a definition that captures the key 
factors that are vital to social entrepreneurship. We hope 
that our definition will reduce the constantly perceived 
vagueness about the field, identify the scope of related 
research, and accelerate the advancement of social en-
trepreneurship as a legitimate academic research field.

We propose the following definition:
The social entrepreneur is a mission-driven indi-

vidual who uses a set of entrepreneurial behaviours to 
deliver a social value to the less privileged, all through 
an entrepreneurially oriented entity that is financially 
independent, self-sufficient, or sustainable.

This definition combines four factors that make social 
entrepreneurship distinct from other forms of entre-
preneurship. Social entrepreneurs:

1. are mission-driven. They are dedicated to serve their 
mission of delivering a social value to the underserved. 

2. act entrepreneurially through a combination of char-
acteristics that set them apart from other types of en-
trepreneurs (see Table 3). 

3. act within entrepreneurially oriented organizations 
that have a strong culture of innovation and open-
ness. 

4. act within financially independent organizations 
that plan and execute earned-income strategies. The 
objective is to deliver the intended social value while 
remaining financially self-sufficient. This is achieved 
by blending social and profit-oriented activities to 
achieve self-sufficiency, reduce reliance on donations 
and government funding, and increase the potential of 
expanding the delivery of proposed social value (Bacq 
et al., 2011; tinyurl.com/7nry6jp). 

Table 3 summarizes the unique characteristics of 
profit-oriented and social entrepreneurs presented in 
Tables 1 and 2 and identifies those characteristics 
that are most likely to be found in both types of entre-
preneurs.

Table 3. Unique and common characteristics of profit-oriented entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurs

http://www.entrepreneurship-sme.eu/pdf-ez/H201110.pdf
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Boundaries of Social Entrepreneurship

This section distinguishes between social entrepreneur-
ship and other non-entrepreneurial, mission-driven initi-
atives. As discussed earlier, the term social 
entrepreneurship is becoming more popular and is attract-
ing growing amount of resources. It is frequently observed 
in the media, used by public officials, and is commonly re-
ferred to by academics. This is in part because of the sup-
port social entrepreneurs are receiving from complex 
network of organizations that highlight their work and 
contributions to society (Dacin et al., 2011; tinyurl.com/
7a9bh9d). However, the lack of consensus on the definition 
of social entrepreneurship means that other disciplines 
are often confused with and mistakenly associated with so-
cial entrepreneurship. Philanthropists, social activists, en-
vironmentalists, and other socially-oriented practitioners 
are referred to as social entrepreneurs. It is important to 
set the function of social entrepreneurship apart from oth-
er socially oriented activities and identify the boundaries 
within which social entrepreneurs operate. 

According to the Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneur-
ship, the definition of social entrepreneurship should 
not extend to philanthropists, activists, companies with 
foundations, or organizations that are simply socially 
responsible (tinyurl.com/yd8ggyq). While all these agents 
are needed and valued, they are not social entrepren-
eurs.

Building on our proposed definition of social entrepren-
eurship, we propose boundaries to properly position so-
cial entrepreneurs in the spectrum of entrepreneurship. 
As illustrated in Figure 1, social entrepreneurs operate 
within the boundaries of two business strategies: 

1. Non-profit with earned income strategies: a social 
enterprise performing hybrid social and commercial en-
trepreneurial activity to achieve self-sufficiency. In this 
scenario, a social entrepreneur operates an organiza-
tion that is both social and commercial; revenues and 
profits generated are used only to further improve the 
delivery of social values.

Figure 1. The entrepreneurship spectrum illustrating the boundaries of social entrepreneurship 
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2. For-profit with mission-driven strategies: a social-
purpose business performing social and commercial 
entrepreneurial activities simultaneously to achieve 
sustainability. In this scenario, a social entrepreneur 
operates an organization that is both social and com-
mercial; the organization is financially independent 
and the founders and investors can benefit from per-
sonal monetary gain. 

Conclusion

Social entrepreneurship has recently emerged as a field 
of academic inquiry, but the lack of a common defini-
tion of social entrepreneur impedes research in this 
field. In this article, we reviewed literature that defined 
profit-oriented entrepreneurship and social entrepren-
eurship in order to extract the core characteristics of 
each type. We then proposed a definition of social en-
trepreneurship, which contributes to the literature on 
social entrepreneurship by clarifying and bounding the 
scope of research in this field.

Social entrepreneurship has flourished significantly at 
the practical level, but not at the theoretical level. Future 
research should focus on linking social entrepreneurship 
as a new discipline and research field to the theory of en-
trepreneurship. Scholars should also focus their atten-
tion on introducing new research questions that are 
meaningful to the different domains that intersects with 
social entrepreneurship, including social innovation and 
the management of non-profit organizations. 
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