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Abstract
In this article, we apply deductive content analysis to the 100 most influential publications in the field of social entrepreneur-
ship (SE) to identify the normative assumptions in SE scholarship. Using eight contemporary schools of thought in political 
philosophy as a template for analysis, we identify the philosophies underlying SE literature and the important consequences 
of their (often ignored) normative stances, such as: ambiguous concepts, justifications and critiques, and normative contra-
dictions. Our study contributes to the SE literature by proposing that political philosophy can help to identify what counts 
as the ‘social’ in SE. We are showing some of the field’s inherent normative tensions that could dampen its impact, and 
propose ways in which a normative awareness would help to establish a basis upon which to evaluate and demonstrate the 
social, economic, and cultural impact of SE.
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Introduction

The theme of social entrepreneurship (SE) has drawn 
increasing attention from researchers in recent decades, and 
its definition has been widely debated among researchers 
and practitioners alike (Granados et al., 2011). Conceptual 
debate occupies considerable space in the literature (Dacin 
et al., 2011), and different schools of thought on SE have 
been identified (Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Dees & Anderson, 
2006; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Galera & Borzaga, 2009; 
Young & Lecy, 2014). The field has now moved beyond 
narrow definitions (Doherty et al., 2014), and made con-
siderable efforts to describe the diversity of SE and to build 
typologies for the range of organisations within this label 
(Alter, 2007; Kerlin, 2013; Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; 
Mike Bull and Rory Ridley-Duff, 2018). The field of social 

entrepreneurship (henceforth SE) has been steadily grow-
ing in the last few decades (Dacin et al., 2010). However, 
according to some scholars, the boundaries of the field 
remain blurred (Santos, 2012), without reaching a consen-
sus on what makes SE different from regular businesses. We 
argue that defining SE (as opposed to classical business) is 
difficult because “social” is a value-loaded concept (Choi & 
Majumdar, 2014) and its normative basis is unclear (Bruder, 
2020). This is problematic because if SE scholars ambition 
to provide practitioners with useful knowledge to help them 
progress, they will need theories that are explicit regarding 
the type of goals SEs are supposed to achieve. Following 
this idea, our research explores the normative assumptions 
behind SE scholarship through political philosophy theo-
ries, which provide coherent logical frameworks to classify 
normative ideas.

This paper explores the normative basis of SE research 
through a deductive content analysis of the top 100 publica-
tions in the domain. Using eight contemporary schools of 
thought in political philosophy as a template for analysis, 
our goal was to identify the main normative assumptions 
and principles sustaining SE investigation. In our analysis, 
we have identified the philosophies underlying SE litera-
ture, and the important consequences of their (often ignored) 
underlying normative assumptions. More specifically, we 
identified the presence of normatively ambiguous concepts, 
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fundamental justifications, and critiques around some central 
philosophies’ normative assumptions, and important central 
normative contradictions.

Our paper contributes to the literature on SE in three dis-
tinct ways. First, by we propose that political philosophy can 
help to identify what counts as ‘social’ in SE. Next, we show 
some of the inherent normative tensions that could dampen 
its impact. Finally, we propose ways in which a normative 
awareness would help to establish the basis upon which to 
evaluate and demonstrate the social, economic, and cultural 
impact of SE.

The Need for Normative Theories of Social 
Enterprise

We have found diverse answers in the literature on “which 
objectives can legitimately be considered social” (Nicholls 
& Cho, 2008, p. 101), as well as which means (Miller et al., 
2012). SE scholars sometimes define the ‘social’ orienta-
tion in opposition to the profit motive. Peredo and McLean 
(2006) define SE by stating that these enterprises aim at 
increasing ‘social value’; that is, their intention is “to con-
tribute to the welfare or wellbeing in a given human commu-
nity” (Peredo & McLean, 2006, p. 59). They situate different 
types of SE on a continuum according to the prominence 
of the social objective or profit motives. The literature on 
hybridity similarly suggests that business or commercial 
objectives are in tension with social ends (Doherty et al., 
2014). On the other hand, the social mission can also be 
defined as providing goods and services that address unmet 
needs (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017, p. 2487), foster eco-
nomic democracy, or address particular social problems 
like “unemployment, poverty, underdevelopment or handi-
caps of all kind, among other factors, which may cause 
marginalisation or exclusion” (Defourny, 2009, p. xiii). For 
other authors, SE intervenes to create positive externalities 
(Santos, 2012) or responds to market failures (Austin et al., 
2006).

Regarding means, some SE authors defend the idea of 
internal democratic participation (Domenico et al., 2010) as 
essential to the work of organisations, “which involves vari-
ous parties affected by the activity” (Defourny & Nyssens, 
2010, p. 43). Others suggest that ethics of care (Mort et al., 
2003; Smith et al., 2012) are needed to sustain the empa-
thy needed for social initiatives. Finally, studies have also 
explored existing shortcomings in working conditions inside 
SEs (Jones et al., 2008), revealing “problematic account[s] 
of work/life balance centred on extreme self-sacrifice” 
(Dempsey & Sanders, 2010, p. 439).

How might this diversity of social goal and means defini-
tions be explained? We argue in this paper that behind any 
definition of ‘social’ there is an implicit normative criterion. 
The word ‘social’ has a positive connotation, and several 

authors have noted the normative implications behind the 
definition of SE. For Cho, defining ‘social’ is equivalent 
to defining what is in the interests of society, which is a 
political task (Cho, 2006, p. 36). Choi and Majumdar simi-
larly highlight that the concept of SE generates value-laden 
debates (Choi & Majumdar, 2014, p. 365). Bull and Ridley-
Duff (2018) note that diverse conceptualisations of SE imply 
various, and under-theorised, political foundations, while 
Boddice (2011) points to the ideological foundations of the 
SE movement. Lyon and Sepulveda (2009) also propose that 
mapping SE empirically requires political choices in inter-
preting SE. Therefore, to define and discuss SE, we must 
first build understanding of what these political stances are.

The Relevance of Political Philosophy 
to the Understanding of SE

Moral philosophy focuses on what people may or may not 
do, while political philosophy debates which of the obli-
gations we have to each other should be enforced through 
the state (Kymlicka, 2002). Consideration of the normative 
dimension of SE has recently been encouraged in the field 
of business ethics (Chell et al., 2016), and some attempts 
made to apply moral theories to SE. For example, André 
and Pache (2016) make prescriptions about how social entre-
preneurs can apply ethics of care. Using moral philosophy 
concepts to define SE, Tan, Williams and Tan (2005) define 
the ‘social’ dimensions of SE through the altruistic orienta-
tion of the social entrepreneur. Their definition of a social 
entrepreneur, thus, is a “legal person engaged in the process 
of entrepreneurship that involve a segment of society with 
the altruist objective that benefits accrue to that segment of 
society” (Tan et al., 2005, p. 360).

This kind of definition, based on the intentions of actors 
and moral principles (altruism, egoism, sense of justice, 
etc.), is interesting in its identification of different behav-
iours within SE. However, it is also problematic. First, it is 
difficult to transpose moral concepts to the organisational 
level. We can define what counts as an altruistic individual, 
but identifying an altruistic organisation is trickier due to 
difficulty in specifying its ‘personal interest’. Second, indi-
vidual intention is insufficient to judge the rightness of an 
action or its consequences.

Imagine two fictional cases: in the first, a group of poor 
cocoa producers start a collective SE to increase their 
income; and in the second, a student starts an SE and works 
voluntarily to allow business school students to enjoy car 
racing. We may describe the intention as collective self-
interest in the first case and altruism in the second. However, 
to judge which organisation has a superior normative value 
and thus a greater claim to the adjective ‘social’, a theory of 
justice is needed. For example, from an egalitarian perspec-
tive, the first organisation may be judged as more “social” 
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because its goal is to satisfy the basic needs of poor people, 
while the second case seeks to satisfy a group’s leisure pref-
erences. Furthermore, we have to determine what the person/
group is entitled to, in order to distinguish whether giving 
it away is altruist.

Focussing solely on individual morality leaves key nor-
mative questions unanswered: Which segment of society 
deserves help? How do we know that the actions directed at 
others are ‘good’ for them? When is self-interested behav-
iour legitimate? Political philosophy can provide concep-
tual tools to answer these kinds of questions. Additionally, 
political philosophy is needed because SE is supposed to 
transform the world (Sen, 2007) or change social structures 
(Mair, & Marti., 2006). If we state that SE aims to improve 
society, we need to know what standard is used. That is why 
we choose political philosophy here, which focuses on the 
societal level, rather than moral philosophy.

Political philosophy may also be more able than other 
approaches like discourse analysis to provide solid theoreti-
cal grounds and articulate normative concerns and descrip-
tive theories. Indeed, discourse analysis usually focus on 
“naturally occurring” normative discourses. These kind of 
discourses are not always internally coherent because of the 
complexity of the social life, and do not necessarily include 
clear justifications for the prescribed behaviours. On the 
other hand, political philosophy allows discussing deeply 
the logical coherence of different normative justifications 
of human institutions. As such, it could provide more solid 
ground to build rigorous theories of SE.

In our analysis, we use eight schools of thought of west-
ern contemporary political philosophy: utilitarianism, lib-
eral egalitarianism, libertarianism, Marxism, communitari-
anism, citizenship theory, multiculturalism, and feminism, 
briefly described in the Online Appendix A. This typology 
is based on Will Kymlicka’s (2002) book Contemporary 
Political Philosophy: An Introduction, a widely-cited refer-
ence in the field. Kymlicka (2002) presents the philosophies 
underpinning established schools of thought, rather than key 
debates (Christiano & Christman, 2009; Matravers & Pike, 
2005), subjects (Graham, 1982; Solomon & Murphy, 1999), 
or canonical texts or authors (Carter et al., 2007; Goodin & 
Pettit, 2006). Kymlicka focuses on Anglo-Saxon streams of 
thought which, we suggest, fit with the similar tradition that 
fuels SE literature (Granados et al., 2011). That said, his 
work is mostly silent on recent moral debates around the 
environment, the protection of which has increasingly been 
studied as an important ‘social goal’.

Methodology

In this section, we outline how we used the above philoso-
phies as templates for a content analysis (Seuring & Gold, 
2012) of the top 100 influential articles on SE. The goal 
of this research was not to conduct a systematic literature 
review and compare empirical or theoretical results, as has 
been done elsewhere (Phillips et al., 2015). Our aim was 
rather to identify the implicit normative assumptions present 
in the most influential SE research, i.e. our goal is to analyse 
the SE literature, and not its practice. This approach is in line 
with previous comparative methodologies such as Boltanski 
and Thevenot’s in De la justification (1991), in which they 
used political philosophies to build their model of different 
‘worlds’ (inspired, domestic, fame, civic, market, and indus-
trial). We first present the data collection process with the 
database used and the selection criteria, before turning to the 
coding process and the analysis of our sample of documents.

Database choice

Various database sources that can be used to perform biblio-
graphic analyses: Web of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, 
Microsoft Academics, Dimensions, Crossref, COCI, etc. 
(Harzing, 2019; Martín-Martín et al., 2020). Since our study 
focuses on influential articles, the most important identifica-
tion criteria were the database’s scope and ability to count 
citations. The databases with broadest coverage are Google 
Scholar and Microsoft Academics; Web of Science, Scopus, 
and Dimension have lower coverage of citations, and are 
quite similar (Martín-Martín et al., 2020).

The second criteria was the accessibility of the database. 
Extracting data from Google Scholar is difficult (Martín-
Martín et al., 2020), Microsoft Academics requires a pro-
gramming interface, and Web of Science and Scopus require 
subscriptions, while the basic functions of Dimensions are 
free. We initially used the WOS database in our first analy-
sis. However, WOS aims specifically to index “high quality” 
journals, and in the SE field, specialised journals may be 
excluded from it because of lower impact factors, while they 
are influential in this emergent field. We thus performed an 
additional search in the Dimension database.

Sample Constitution

The main keywords used in existing literature reviews are 
“social entrepreneurship”, “social entrepreneur”, “social 
enterprise”, and “social venture” (Dionisio, 2019; Gon-
çalves et al., 2016; Granados et al., 2011; Hill et al., 2010). 
We searched the databases using only the keywords “social 
entrepreneurship” or “social entrepreneur” to focus on the 
core literature. These keywords were entered in the Institute 
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for Scientific Information Web of Science (ISI WOS) and 
Dimension databases, and publications were searched for all 
available years: 1934–2020 for Dimension, and 1975–2020 
for WOS. Search characteristics are summarised in 1—Sam-
ple selection criteria (Table 1).

We exported the top 500 most-cited documents for each 
database and merged the items present in Dimension, WOS, 
or both databases into a single excel file. We considered cita-
tions as an indicator of a paper’s influence and likelihood of 

representing some foundations and inspiration for the field. 
To reliably identify which papers were the most cited, for 
each paper we added the number of citations calculated by 
Google Scholar, the database with highest citation coverage 
(Martín-Martín et al., 2020). We recorded the highest num-
ber of citations identified by Dimension, WOS or Google 
Scholar, and ranked the articles accordingly.

Then, we read the abstracts for the 130 most-cited docu-
ments to check their relevance to the SE literature. Both 
authors discussed doubtful cases, and we made sampling 
decisions together. We included book chapters, editorial 
pieces, introductions to special issues, and literature reviews, 
as these are likely to frame the field and its concepts. Con-
versely, we excluded articles whose focus was not on SE. For 
example, the topic was broader (CSR) or narrower (coopera-
tives). Although papers on teaching SE can be influential, we 
also considered that their central contribution was on educa-
tion rather than SE and did not include them. We excluded 
practitioner-oriented articles because they are more likely to 
summarise existing ideas than develop new ones.

After excluding irrelevant items, our sample was estab-
lished with the Top 100 most-cited papers. This final sam-
ple contains 93 articles and 7 book chapters (references are 
available in Online Appendix B: References of the sample). 
The most represented outlets are Entrepreneurship Theory 

Table 1   Sample selection 
criteria

Database Web of Science (ISI), all databases Dimension

Keywords “Social entrepreneurship” OR “social entrepreneur”
Date of search October 2020
Search in Topic (Title, Abstract, Author Keywords, Keywords Plus®) Title and abstract
Available years 1975–2020 1934–2020

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Others

Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice

Journal of Business Ethics

Journal of Business Venturing

Journal of World Business

Entrepreneurship and Regional Development

Journal of management studies

Journal of Social Entrepreneurship

Fig. 1   Journals represented in reviewed publications

Fig. 2   Number of articles per 
year
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and Practices, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Busi-
ness Venturing, and Journal of World Business. The publica-
tion dates range from 1991 to 2019 (Figs. 1, 2).

Data Analysis

Our data analysis had three phases. First, we performed a 
deductive content analysis based on keywords related to the 
eight philosophies informed by the literature, followed by 
a qualitative reading of the coded excerpts to confirm the 
latent coded content. Finally, we conducted an individual 
document analysis to understand each author’s use of the 
identified philosophies in their research.

Deductive Data Coding

The sample documents were listed in the reference man-
agement software Zotero and exported with their metadata 
into the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.Ti 8. Their 
software readability was verified. We then used a two-step 
approach to conduct the content analysis, following Seuring 
and Gold (2012): a deductive coding anchored in theory 
(here, philosophies) followed by iterative cycles of induc-
tive refinement of the resulting categories. The first step 
thus aimed to build a coding template based on Kymlicka 
(2002). For each of the political philosophies detailed in 
Online Appendix A, we listed all the key ideas and con-
cepts with which they were associated. Then, we selected 
the more specific ones that were less likely to overlap across 
different streams. This step was mainly based on our quali-
tative understanding of the different philosophies. Online 
Appendix C: Initial political philosophy keywords presents 
the initial keywords list.

Next, we used semi-automatic coding based on these key-
words (Atlas.Ti 8 auto-coding function). Each time the soft-
ware identified a keyword in an article, it linked the sentence 
in which the word was present to the corresponding philoso-
phy. A preliminary reading of the results of the automatic 
coding led us to refine the keywords by suppressing terms 
or adding synonyms. For example, the term ‘contract’ was 
too general, as it could refer to legal contracts as well as to 
the philosophical idea of a social contract, thus we kept only 
the term ‘social contract’.

We also split each philosophy into categories of key-
words. For example, we iteratively refined the utilitarian 
category because the keywords ‘maximisation’ and ‘effi-
ciency’ present in the utilitarian codes covered multiple 
ideas. To deepen the validity of our philosophical keywords, 
we engaged two experts in political philosophy to confirm 
the soundness of our choice of philosophical schools. Online 
Appendix D: Final political philosophy keywords lists the 

final automatic coding request entered into the software for 
each philosophy.

Qualitative Reading

For each automatic coding, we then conducted a qualitative 
analysis of the content of the coded sentences, because the 
philosophical ideas in the papers constitute latent content 
(Potter and Levine‐Donnerstein, 1999) requiring interpreta-
tion. The keyword search was useful for identifying relevant 
fragments of text, but a qualitative reading was necessary to 
confirm correspondence to a particular philosophy.

To increase the consistency of the results, both authors 
undertook independent coding on 10% of the coded sen-
tences, compared findings, and discussed divergences. We 
read every code, referring to the full text when context was 
necessary, and split each category into themes using Atlas.
TI. We excluded quotations unrelated to philosophical con-
cepts (e.g. energy efficiency in the theme of efficiency), and 
sentences not directly concerning SE (e.g. participatory 
municipal budgets in the citizenship category, gender control 
variables for the feminist category). We also recoded some 
sentences into more appropriate categories; for example, the 
idea of social ownership initially appeared in the libertarian 
category ‘property rights’, but was a closer match for the 
democratic philosophy category, as collective ownership is 
a tool for democratic governance.

Document Analysis

The coding process took ideas as units of analysis and 
linked them to different philosophies. However, the coded 
fragment of text may not represent the author’s own 
views. For instance, fragments may be sentences present-
ing another scholar’s ideas, empirical results, or critiques. 
We thus conducted an additional step of analysis to study 
how different philosophies coexist within the same piece 
of research, using Atlas.Ti 9’s semantic network function. 
A network was built for each document to map the codes 
present and their relationship (see, for example, Fig. 3).

Based on the semantic networks, we coded each paper 
depending on the presence/absence of each idea as “pro”, 
“cons”, “neutral”, “instrumental” or “empirical”. When the 
paper argument was critical, for example defending a certain 
vision of SE against another, we coded the opposed ideas as 
“pro” and “cons”. For example, the sentence “[SE] are more 
than just tools for achieving the most efficient and effective 
mode of service delivery; they are also important vehicles 
for creating and maintaining a strong civil society” (Eiken-
berry & Kluver, 2004, p. 136) led to code “cons/efficiency” 
and “pro/citizenship” because it criticises what is judged as 
and excessive focus on efficiency. Similarly, when something 
was presented as good, useful, or efficient it was coded as 
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“pro”. For example, the sentence “market orientation can 
imply the employment of commercial activities directly 
linked to the social mission to ensure the most effective and 
efficient distribution of social services and products” (Choi 
& Majumdar, 2014, p. 368) led to codes “pro/libertarian” 
(pro market) and “neutral/efficiency”. Occurrences of case 
descriptions or informant quotes were coded as “empiri-
cal”. Finally, we coded ideas presented as just a mean to get 
resources (e.g. democratic organising being a way to gain 
legitimacy) as “instrumental”. In case of a priori contradic-
tory ideas within the same text, the final coding was based 
on a deeper analysis of the main paper’s arguments, identi-
fied through its semantic network. This coding allowed us 
to build a table summarising the global presence/absence of 
different philosophies in each document, and to establish a 
global overview of the ideas present in the literature. With 

this table, we identified philosophical tensions within each 
document and across the sample in general.

Findings: Normative Debates, Contradictions, 
and Ambiguity

Our results enabled the identification of the presence or 
absence of keys ideas from different political philosophies 
in the reviewed articles. Most papers do not take a clear 
normative stance, but many use ideas that can be linked to 
specific philosophies. In this section, we first present the 
philosophies underlying SE literature and their respective 
normative ideas in order of representation. Next, we intro-
duce the normatively ambiguous concepts that are trans-
versally employed by authors from different philosophical 
perspectives in the literature. Then, we explore the justi-
fications and critiques around some central philosophies 

Fig. 3   Excerpt of semantic net-
work based on Santos, (2012)
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identified in the reviewed papers. Finally, we underline the 
central normative contradictions found in the literature.

Main Philosophy‑related Themes

The most represented philosophies in the SE literature are 
Libertarianism, Citizenship/democracy, Egalitarianism, 
Communitarianism, and Utilitarianism. Table 2, below, 
summarises the different implicit philosophies in the social 
enterprise literature and associated verbatim, and Fig. 4 
shows the number of papers presenting at least one occur-
rence of a theme.

Libertarianism: Market and Property Rights

Libertarianism is associated with a defence of free market 
and limited state intervention. These ideas represent the 
socioeconomic context of SE well. Several authors note that 
the emergence of social enterprises is linked to a marketisa-
tion trend in the social sector. In several states there has been 
a shift in funding from subsidies to procurement contracts 
(Bull, 2008; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Miller et al., 2012; 
Nicholls, 2009), and/or welfare state withdrawal (Eikenberry 
& Kluver, 2004; Lehner, 2013; Mort et al., 2003; Roper & 
Cheney, 2005).

Different manifestations of SE reflect variations in wel-
fare states’ situations (Chell et al., 2010), and the diversity 
of national contexts have led SE scholars to study how con-
figurations of government (in)action and institutional infra-
structure influence engagement in SE (Estrin et al., 2013; 
Stephan et al., 2015). In government action, the enforce-
ment of contracts and property rights is the minimal state 
intervention, as accepted by libertarians. Several SE scholar Ta
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Fig. 4   Number of papers containing at least one occurrence of a 
given philosophical theme. Reading: 39 paper mentioned at least 
once democracy-related ideas, 5 did it in a positive way, 18 through 
empirical examples, 12 in neutral terms and 4 in an instrumental way. 
(A paper can discuss several ideas but each paper is counted once for 
each philosophy, depending the main stance it take on it)
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mention these functions (Santos, 2012; Stephan et al., 2015), 
that are deemed necessary for the emergence of classical 
enterprise as well as SE (Estrin et al., 2013).

Weak property rights enforcement can be seen as det-
rimental to innovation in the case of intellectual property 
(Bradley et al., 2012; Desa, 2012), or as aggravating the 
conditions of poor populations. Weak property rights can, 
for example, prevent people from making use of their capi-
tal—for instance, by using their home as collateral for a loan 
(Bradley et al., 2012). Mair and Marti, (2009) examine how 
these “institutional voids” prevent participation in markets, 
and how SEs evolve in this context. As libertarians defend 
the rightful acquisition of property rights, indigenous claims 
to ownership of colonised land (Anderson et al., 2006) may 
also be compatible with this philosophy.

Citizenship: Democratic Goals and Means

A first view of citizenship is to conceptualise it as compris-
ing rights (civil rights, political rights, social rights, etc.) 
(Kymlicka, 2002, p. 287). We will see in the Egalitarianism 
section that SE can aim to improve these rights. But, citizen-
ship theory also focuses on the more active roles that citizens 
should take in order to maintain a functioning democracy, 
and there are examples of SE contributing to civic educa-
tion and emancipation (Alvord et al., 2004; Parkinson & 
Howorth, 2008; Santos, 2012). One virtue or responsibil-
ity of citizens as defined in citizenship theories is to moni-
tor elected officials (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 289). Non-profit 
organisations are considered to be important vehicles for this 
type of civic participation by facilitating the expression its 
constituencies’ voices (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004), and the 
ability of SEs to take similar roles is discussed.

Citizenship theories consider that state democratic struc-
tures alone are not sufficient for an active democracy, and 
more deliberative forms of democracy are needed where 
voting is not the only way for citizens to participate (Kym-
licka, 2002, p. 292). Establishing democratic structures in 
the economic sphere—where they are not the norm—can be 
an objective for a social enterprise. Indeed, some definitions 
of SE include this notion of participative and democratic 
structures (Anderson et al., 2006; Bull, 2008; Chell et al., 
2010; Hockerts, 2017; Parkinson & Howorth, 2008; Per-
rini & Vurro, 2006; Roper & Cheney, 2005), and emphasise 
the inclusion of various stakeholders in SE governance or 
other participation channels (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Di 
Domenico et al., 2010; Hill et al., 2010). Democracy is also 
seen as a source of legitimacy (Smith et al., 2013).

Democratic governance can be transposed into particu-
lar legal statutes, leading to property rights structures other 
than investor-owned firms. Empirically, this “social own-
ership” (Shaw & Carter, 2007) notably takes the form of 
cooperatives (Corner & Ho, 2010; Defourny & Nyssens, 

2010; Spear, 2006; Thompson & Doherty, 2006). The goal 
of building alternative democratic structures like coopera-
tives is thus associated with the broader aim to improve eco-
nomic democracy (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Parkinson & 
Howorth, 2008).

In this context, the “monitoring” role of citizens can 
apply at the social enterprise level rather than the state 
level: democratic governance and members’ participation 
can be understood as a mode of control and accountabil-
ity (Nicholls, 2010a). Some SE scholars show concern for 
deliberative democracy. Because the “social goals” of social 
enterprises are value-laden and potentially contested (Choi 
& Majumdar, 2014; Sharir & Lerner, 2006; Sud et al., 2009), 
they argue that their definition should remain eclectic (Dey 
& Steyaert, 2010) and be subject to deliberation (Cho, 2006).

Liberal Egalitarianism: Basic Rights and Needs

Egalitarian philosophies use concepts like primary goods, 
rights, or capabilities. Many SE scholars echo this, arguing 
that the goal of SE is to satisfy unmet social, basic, or human 
needs (Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Haugh, 2005; Lepoutre et al., 
2013; Mair, & Marti, 2006; Nga & Shamuganathan 2010; 
Weerawardena, & Mort, 2006). Basic needs include, for 
example, freedom, equality, tolerance, and quality of life 
(Murphy & Coombes, 2009), and food, water, shelter, educa-
tion, and medical services (Santos, 2012). Several research-
ers give examples of social enterprises supporting civil 
rights groups (Alvord et al., 2004), or developing human 
rights programmes (Desa, 2012; Mair & Marti, 2009; Mey-
skens et al., 2010; Sharir & Lerner, 2006). The explicitly 
egalitarian capability approach put forth by Amartya Sen 
is also directly referenced in some articles (Ansari et al., 
2012; Bradley et al., 2012). Egalitarians also argue that 
primary goods, rights, or capabilities should be distributed 
equally, and similar concern for (in)equality of opportunities 
or wealth distribution was found (Cho, 2006; Kraus et al., 
2014; Shaw & de Bruin, 2013) in our sample publications.

Communitarianism: Solidarity and Social Capital

Communitarian philosophy argues for greater focus on com-
munities. It explores the shared identity, trust, and solidarity 
among people that is necessary to form a legitimate and 
stable “ethical community” in which collective decisions are 
accepted (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 257). In the SE context, com-
munities can be included as partners (Ansari et al., 2012), 
target constituencies (Mair et al., 2012), or can themselves 
be entrepreneurial (Hall et al., 2012).

Some authors explore the collective action dynamics 
within and around SE to solve social problems (Dorado & 
Ventresca, 2013; Fowler, 2000; Waddock & Post, 1991). 
They explore how close networks, shared identity (Dorado 
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& Ventresca, 2013; Seelos et al., 2011), common interests, 
and shared goals (Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Dorado & Ven-
tresca, 2013; Waddock & Post, 1991) can be necessary for 
the emergence of SE through collective action processes 
within communities.

Nicholls identified among social entrepreneurs an insti-
tutional logic focussing on community, networks, and coop-
erative action (Nicholls, 2010a) in line with communitarian-
ism. Mair et al., (2012) also noted that in relying on social 
capital, SEs tend to follow Boltanski and Thevenot’s “civic” 
order of worth, suggesting some links between communitar-
ian and citizenship themes. Indeed, some authors note that 
non-profit organisations contribute to generating the social 
capital needed in democratic societies (Eikenberry & Klu-
ver, 2004), and boost community cohesion (Di Domenico 
et al., 2010; Santos, 2012). Other scholars explore the role 
of communities from a more instrumental perspective by 
studying how SE uses social networks to gain advantages 
such as bargaining power (Perrini et al., 2010), resources (Di 
Domenico et al., 2010; Moore & Westley, 2011; Smith, & 
Stevens, 2010), capabilities (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010), 
or legitimacy and reputation (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010).

Utilitarianism: Maximisation of Human Welfare

The main idea of utilitarianism is to maximise human wel-
fare, which it conceptualises as the aggregation of utilities 
(peoples’ pleasure or preferences). Zahra et al. rely implicitly 
on utilitarianism by proposing to evaluate social ventures’ 
performance according to the ‘total wealth’ they create 
(Zahra, et al., 2009, p. 522). Santos defines social welfare 
by the aggregation of individual utility (Santos, 2012, p. 
337). Townsend and Hart also offer a Paretian1 definition of 
the ‘social goal’ of SE: the maximisation of social welfare 
without diminishing any individual’s utility (2008, p. 688).

Some argue that SE focuses on value creation over value 
capture (Mair & Marti, 2006; Santos, 2012). The ‘value’ 
here may imply ‘utility’. As mentioned by Zahra, classical 
economic approaches use profit as a proxy for utility crea-
tion, but it is difficult to use this metric to measure the utility 
created by non-profit social enterprises (Zahra et al., 2008). 
Some methodologies have, however, been proposed to evalu-
ate the “value” (utility) created by social enterprises; these 
include cost–benefit analyses assessing the efficiency of 

social value creation (Santos, 2012), and the Social Return 
on Investment (SROI) (Nicholls, 2009). By summing the 
costs and benefits created by SE, these methods typically 
adopt a utilitarian approach.

Feminism: Gender Equality and Care

Feminist perspectives are diverse, but all focus on wom-
en’s interests, which have often been overlooked by main-
stream political philosophies. Empirically, gender equality 
programmes are a well-represented example of SE action. 
Social enterprises can aim to address gender inequalities 
(Kistruck & Beamish, 2010; Murphy & Coombes, 2009; 
Seelos et al., 2011; Zahra et al., 2009), improve women’s 
rights (Mair & Marti, 2009), empower women (Datta & Gai-
ley, 2012; Hayhurst, 2014; Saebi et al., 2019), or target them 
specifically (Littlewood & Holt, 2018; Mair et al., 2012; 
Sharir & Lerner, 2006; Short et al., 2009).

Feminist approaches also led to the formulation of ethics 
of care by taking inspiration from “feminine” moral rea-
soning. The ethics of care is concerned with what qualities 
people should have to act morally, rather than by defining 
the best moral principles. This approach echoes that of SE 
scholars investigating the qualities of SE founders. Authors 
note that social entrepreneurs should show virtues such as 
“love, integrity, honesty and empathy” (Mort et al., 2003, p. 
83), have an ethics of care (Smith et al., 2013), or be altruist 
(Dempsey & Sanders, 2010; Tan et al., 2005). In the study of 
SE’s antecedents, scholars cite moral qualities such as com-
passion, emotions, and prosocial motivations (Miller et al., 
2012), empathy and moral judgement (Bradley et al., 2012; 
Hockerts, 2017; Mair & Noboa, 2006; Saebi et al., 2019; 
Zahra et al., 2008), and prosocial identity and personality 
(Miller et al., 2012; Saebi et al., 2019).

Multiculturalism: Cultural Preservation and Norms

Multiculturalism has common ground with communitari-
anism, with a focus on cultural injustice. Multiculturalism 
questions how cultural minorities can be protected from 
external pressures of wider society to preserve their way of 
life, and asks how far a community can constrain its mem-
bers to follow specific rules. These two questions are present 
in SE literature.

First, we find examples of SE aiming to preserve specific 
cultures and ways of life. For example, socially responsible 
tourism is described as a way to preserve cultural diver-
sity in the world (Hall et al., 2012). Additionally, Anderson 
et al. (2006) describe SE by indigenous people as a way to 
improve their socioeconomic conditions while maintaining 
their traditional values.

On another hand, the tension between community rules 
and individual freedoms also exists in the SE context 

1  A Pareto optimal allocation of resources is one in which it is 
impossible to reallocate resources to make someone better off with-
out making someone else worse off, where ‘better off’ means gaining 
utility or satisfying more preferences. Pareto optimality is a necessary 
(but not sufficient) condition of a utilitarian criterion. Since Paretian-
ism focuses on utility rather than rights or freedom (Sen, 1979), we 
categorise references to market (Pareto) efficiency as a utilitarian 
idea.
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(Smith & Stevens, 2010). SE actions can disrupt existing 
social structures and norms; some authors see this as nega-
tive (Ansari et al., 2012) because it can disrupt the bonds 
of solidarity within existing communities (Dey & Steyaert, 
2010), and give primacy to indigenous values (Anderson 
et al., 2006; Fowler, 2000). Others see the disruption of 
some social norms as positive; for example, when the change 
enables the participation of women (Alvord et al., 2004; 
Mair & Marti, 2009; Seelos et al., 2011). In this context, 
multiculturalist philosophies help to discuss which cultural 
norms should or should not be preserved.

Marxism: Exploitation and Self‑realisation

Marxists denounce exploitation and alienation, and value 
self-realisation in work as a goal. One study presents an 
example of a social entrepreneur being explicitly informed 
about Marxism (Jones et al., 2008), but globally, few arti-
cles in the present sample expound Marxist ideas, and those 
which do mainly discuss questions of working conditions 
within SEs.

Dempsey and Sanders (2010) note that people work-
ing in non-profits have high life satisfaction, but ques-
tion “how and when non-profit work might be oppres-
sive” (Dempsey & Sanders, 2010, p. 440). Work in social 
organisations is associated with low pay (Dempsey & 
Sanders, 2010; Jones et al., 2008), which can either be 
criticised, or justified as an expression of solidarity with 
the beneficiaries (Dees, 2012). However, beneficiaries can 
also be employed themselves, and social enterprises may 
face tensions between improving their workers’ well-being 
or meeting other, conflicting goals (Smith et al., 2013). 
As a consequence, the literature contains examples of SE 
exploiting its workers (Littlewood & Holt, 2018; Smith et 
al., 2013) or participants in ‘Bottom of the Pyramid’ pro-
grammes expressing feeling like “guinea pigs” for big 
companies (Ansari et al., 2012).

Normatively Ambiguous Ideas

In our analysis, we have identified the concepts that per-
meate various different philosophies in the SE literature. 
Therefore, their use creates ambiguity since they are attrib-
uted with different, sometimes contradictory, normative per-
spectives. While the ambiguous use of concepts might not 
be clear in every paper, our work has allowed us to unravel 
the issue at the SE domain level, and to identify the central 
controverted elements of disadvantagedness, empowerment, 
profit, and efficiency. Figure 5 presents the occurences of 
these ideas in our corpus.

Disadvantagedness

We found many definitions or empirical examples describing 
SE as helping disadvantaged people (Di Domenico et al., 
2010; Nicholls, 2010b; Seelos et al., 2011; Smith et al., 
2013; Stephan et al., 2015; Tracey et al., 2011; Waddock 
& Post, 1991; Weerawardena et al., 2010; Weerawardena & 
Mort, 2006). More specifically, this can concern disabled 
people or groups (Desa & Basu, 2013; Hockerts, 2006; Lit-
tlewood & Holt, 2018; Nicholls, 2010b; Sharir & Lerner, 
2006; Tan et al., 2005; Weerawardena et al., 2010), or poor 
populations (Corner & Ho, 2010; Saebi et al., 2019; Shaw & 
Carter, 2007; Smith et al., 2012, 2013). Disadvantaged target 
populations also include minorities (Robinson, 2006; Sharir 
& Lerner, 2006) such as migrants (Meyskens et al., 2010; 
Smith et al., 2013; Townsend & Hart, 2008) and refugees 
(Corner & Ho, 2010).

The moral justification for why disadvantaged people 
deserve attention from SE, or the empirical explanation 
for why they get more attention, is ambiguous in the litera-
ture. The question of disadvantage originally comes from 
our egalitarian keywords, associated with Rawls’ principles 
arguing that natural and social inequalities are undeserved, 
and that the disadvantaged should thus be compensated 
(Kymlicka, 2002, p. 72). But, other justifications are possi-
ble. From an ethics of care perspective, disadvantaged peo-
ple’s suffering may generate more caring responses because 
vulnerable populations generate empathy (Dees, 2012).

From a utilitarian perspective, Santo argues that helping 
the disadvantaged is not the only role of SE: “efforts to help 
advantaged populations may also constitute SE, as long as it 
involves addressing problems with positive externalities with 
a dominant goal of value creation” (Santos, 2012, p. 343). 
This is consistent with a goal to maximise aggregated util-
ity. However, focussing on disadvantaged people can also be 
justified from a utilitarian perspective via the assumption of 
decreasing marginal utility. “People who lack resources will, 
in general, get more utility out of each additional resource 
than those who already have many resources” (Kymlicka, 
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2002, p. 40), so serving disadvantaged people may increase 
total utility more than serving more affluent customers.

Empowerment

Some scholars describe individual or collective entrepre-
neurship as a means of empowerment (Datta & Gailey, 2012; 
Sharir & Lerner, 2006). The concept of empowerment can 
be interpreted in different ways. The (contested) libertar-
ian interpretation focuses on market participation. Hayhurst 
(2014) criticises the neoliberal empowerment narrative 
in which empowerment is market-based, and which sees 
individuals as responsible for being good wealth produc-
ers. Similarly, Ansari et al. (2012) mention that ‘Bottom 
of the Pyramid’ literature is focussed on employment and 
consumption as an empowerment solution, but argue instead 
for a capability-based approach to empowerment.

The empowerment process may include improving one’s 
economic situation (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Hayhurst, 2014), 
accessing resources (Datta & Gailey, 2012) or mobilise 
underused ones (Santos, 2012), and improving assets and/or 
capabilities (Mair & Marti, 2009; Santos, 2012), skills, and 
confidence (Estrin et al., 2013; Hayhurst, 2014). Empower-
ment also includes some citizenship and democracy themes 
such as gaining political capital (Mair et al., 2012), giving a 
voice to people (Mair & Marti, 2009), enabling participation 
in the public sphere (Cho, 2006; Datta & Gailey, 2012), and 
boosting the capacity to face powerful adversaries (Alvord 
et al., 2004) and elites (Mair & Marti, 2009). From a femi-
nist perspective, it is also important to note that empower-
ment may include the ability to contribute to the family and 
to make decisions in the household (Datta & Gailey, 2012).

Ultimately, empowerment is also described as the ability 
to make choices and transform action in outcomes (Santos, 
2012). This includes agency and control over one’s decision 
(Datta & Gailey, 2012) and/or responsibility for, and control 
over, one’s life (Hayhurst, 2014; Thompson et al., 2000). 
This question of agency is associated with entrepreneurial 
behaviour itself (Datta & Gailey, 2012) and the process of 
turning ideas into reality (Bacq & Janssen, 2011). Some 
authors therefore describe empowerment as the involve-
ment of stakeholders, communities, and beneficiaries in the 
process of solving their own problems (Chell et al., 2010; 
Santos, 2012; Zahra et al., 2014).

Profit

The literature suggests a continuum in engagement in profit 
maximisation versus social goals (Stevens et al., 2015). 
Many definitions of SE mention that its goal is not to max-
imise profit (Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Dacin et al., 2011; 
Dacin et al., 2010; Dempsey & Sanders, 2010; Littlewood 
& Holt, 2018; Rivera-Santos et al., 2015; Shaw & Carter, 

2007; Smith et al., 2013; Tan et al., 2005; Townsend & Hart, 
2008; Zahra et al., 2009), as per the UK government’s defini-
tion (Bull, 2008; Chell, 2007; Nicholls, 2010b; Tracey et al., 
2011). A similar but more nuanced perspective suggests that 
there is simply no overemphasis on shareholders’ wealth 
maximisation (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010), that profit 
and wealth are means rather than ends (Perrini & Vurro, 
2006), and that SE aims to survive in the market without 
maximising economic value (Smith et al., 2012; Wilson & 
Post, 2013).

At the other end of the spectrum, SE scholars discuss 
the full compatibility between “social” and profit objectives. 
Some suggest that business revenue generation methods can 
be used for social purposes (Peredo & McLean, 2006), while 
others discuss double/triple bottom line and ‘win–win’ argu-
ments regarding the compatibility between social and profit 
objectives (Hill et al., 2010; Lepoutre et al., 2013; Santos, 
2012; Townsend & Hart, 2008), and entrepreneurs trying to 
maximise both profit and social change (Dacin et al., 2011). 
The ‘Bottom of the Pyramid’ approach reflects this stance 
by arguing that poverty eradication is reconcilable with a 
profit-maximising objective within an enterprise-based mar-
ket system (Ansari et al., 2012).

These divergent perspectives on profit can be explained 
by their different philosophical foundations. From a liber-
tarian view, the profit-making goal is legitimate in a stake-
holder-owned firm since the owners should be free to use 
their property as they wish (this is in essence Milton Fried-
man’s oft-cited argument about firms’ responsibility to make 
profits). From a utilitarian perspective this can be legitimate 
too as long as it also supports global wealth improvement 
(this may, for example, fit the ‘inclusive growth’ paradigm). 
However, perspectives advocating using profits to benefit 
the disadvantaged (Calic & Mosakowski, 2016) may instead 
fit the egalitarian perspective where profit distribution to 
stockholders may be seen as illegitimate. Indeed, if stock-
holders are already wealthier than the targeted beneficiaries, 
dividend distribution may increase inequality.

Efficiency

The efficiency principle, present in SE discourses, has been 
studied through Boltanski and Thevenot industrial order 
of worth (Mair et al., 2012), the “business” meta-narrative 
used in SE rhetorical strategies (Ruebottom, 2013), and the 
semantic repertoire of social entrepreneurs (Dey & Stey-
aert, 2010; Jones et al., 2008). Moreover, some SE scholars 
worry that efficiency discourses disarm radical and critical 
approaches (Cho, 2006; Parkinson & Howorth, 2008). In our 
analysis, the question of efficiency was originally included 
in the utilitarian category; however, utilitarianism is not the 
only philosophy with concern for efficiency (Sen, 2001), and 
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this theme remains ambiguous in the SE literature in terms 
of normative anchorage.

SE scholars discuss the divergence of views about the 
most efficient means to solve social problems (Miller et al., 
2012) and which organisational form is the most efficient 
(Kistruck & Beamish, 2010; Wilson & Post, 2013). But, 
we may ask: efficient to do what? In our sample, authors 
discuss how social enterprise can be sufficiently effective 
and efficient to serve basic needs (Austin et al., 2006; See-
los & Mair, 2005), solve market failures (Smith & Stevens, 
2010), deliver services and products (Choi & Majumdar, 
2014; Miller et al., 2012), and increase global sustainable 
well-being (Zahra et al., 2014).

As we have seen in the previous sections, different finali-
ties can be related to different philosophies, and efficiency in 
solving market failures may differ from efficiency in cater-
ing for basic needs, or improving equality or democracy. 
Regardless of the philosophical anchorage, efficiency argu-
ments should also be supported by causal connections (Sen, 
2001, p. 147). In facing the efficiency question, SE scholars 
should be more precise about the targeted outcomes, and 
look for empirical evidence supporting efficiency claims.

Justifications and Critique

Through the qualitative analysis of the normative basis of 
the reviewed papers, we could establish how different phi-
losophies were evaluated by the scholars, and by looking at 
pro/cons analysis in each paper, we identified debates in the 
field of SE around some philosophical normative perspec-
tives. In this sub-section, we delineate the main arguments 
around each of the most criticised philosophies—libertarian-
ism, utilitarianism, and feminism (ethics of care)—as found 
in the SE literature.

… of Libertarianism

As has been discussed, libertarianism is in favour of free 
markets. The SE literature is controversial regarding market 
solutions. Being commercial, trading, contracting or mar-
ket-oriented is in some cases part of the very definition of 
SE (Choi & Majumdar, 2014; Haugh, 2005), or among the 
empirical examples (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Di Domen-
ico et al., 2010). We found some justifications of commer-
cial solutions, as making people pay may “empower them 
to complain” (Dees, 2012), decentralised commercial action 
may be an efficient solution to social problems (Estrin et al., 
2013; Santos, 2012), and the presence of social enterprises 
in the market may pressure classical businesses to change 
practices (Wilson & Post, 2013).

As a result, some argue it is possible to achieve ‘positive 
social impact’ and profit at the same time in a market sys-
tem (Wilson & Post, 2013, p. 729). The general idea is well 

summarised by Kofi Annan, quoted at the end of Wilson 
and Post’s article:

“Let us choose to unite the power of markets with the 
strength of universal ideals. Let us choose to reconcile 
the creative forces of private entrepreneurship with the 
needs of the disadvantaged and the requirements of 
future generations.” (Kofi Annan, cited by Wilson & 
Post, 2013, p. 730)

Within classical firm theory, utilitarian philosophy usu-
ally fits well with market solutions (and thus libertarian 
ideas) because classical economics predicts that perfect mar-
ket competition and its ‘invisible hand’ will lead to efficient 
outcomes and maximal social welfare (Nga & Shamuga-
nathan, 2010; Santos, 2012). However, market failures can 
occur in cases of public goods provision (Nga & Shamuga-
nathan, 2010), externalities, information asymmetries, prin-
cipal-agent problems, etc. For some authors, solving market 
failures (Austin et al., 2006, p. 2; Desa & Basu, 2013, p. 27) 
or producing positive externalities (Santos, 2012) is thus the 
distinctive domain of SE.

However, the market orientation seems in tension with the 
“social” goals of SE (Smith et al., 2013), and several papers 
are overtly critical of market-based solutions. Political phi-
losophy can help in understanding the standpoints of these 
critiques. First, in the democracy critique, marketisation is 
described as threatening civil society and democracy (Eiken-
berry & Kluver, 2004; Fowler, 2000). Second, from the utili-
tarian perspective, it is paradoxical to “solve market failures” 
with market-based solutions. As Santos (2012) notes, if SE 
“are indeed tackling areas of neglected externalities, market-
based mechanisms may not be the most efficient form of 
economic organisation to address them.” (p. 345). Finally, 
from the egalitarian standpoint, market competition does not 
solve inequalities (Hall et al., 2012; Santos, 2012), and neo-
liberal approaches focussing on individual responsibility do 
not fix the structure of society, thus creating marginalisation 
(Hayhurst, 2014).

… of Utilitarianism

While we showed in the previous sections that some authors 
endorse a utilitarian approach to SE, others define social 
enterprises in opposition to it. For example, Cho (2006) 
argues that the social dimension of SE cannot fit a utilitarian 
framework because SE is opposed to the for-profit model, 
thus implying a definition of the social good “irreducible to 
and greater than the sum total of individual welfare func-
tions” (Cho, 2006, p. 37). Stevens et al. (2015) also oppose 
the “utilitarian” organisational identity of SE—including 
economic rationality, maximisation of profits, and self-inter-
est—with the “normative” identity associated with social 
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mission, traditions and symbols, ideology, and altruism (Ste-
vens et al., 2015).

Others also criticise the discursive shift “from democratic 
structures to a focus on social purpose” (Parkinson & How-
orth, 2008, p. 291). This shift pushes policy-makers to assess 
social enterprises on their results rather than on their operat-
ing methods (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). Furthermore, this 
shift could be interpreted as a transition from democratic 
concerns towards more utilitarian judgements.

… of Feminism (Ethics of Care)

In the sample papers, discussions around caring behaviours 
mainly concern efficiency issues. SE scholars worry that 
compassion and empathy may prevent entrepreneurs from 
identifying the right social problems (J. Dees, 2012) or its 
solutions (Miller et al., 2012), and that affective commitment 
may be detrimental to the start-up process (Renko, 2013). 
Others wonder what would happen if the social entrepreneur 
is not virtuous enough (Zahra et al., 2009). Dees (2012) 
also mentions that, since charities are led by compassion, 
they may worry less about being efficient. Austin et al. 
(2006) declare that SE can survive without being efficient 
in the absence of market forces sanctioning or rewarding 
performance.

In response, we find an emerging composite argument 
associating ideas of efficient markets (utilitarian-libertar-
ian), and philanthropy (care) through ‘philanthropic mar-
kets’ (Austin et al., 2006) and ‘social return on investment’. 
Financial investors might trade some profit for social value 
creation (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010) or respect for social 
norms (Townsend & Hart, 2008). Social impact measure-
ment and reporting may thus help to build an “information 
rich” market (Nicholls, 2009, p. 766) in which the “invis-
ible hand of distributed other-regarding action” can generate 
efficient outcomes (Santos, 2012). This emerging argument 
making the case for philanthropic efficiency is, however, 
incomplete without clarity on which social outcomes these 
markets are aiming for, and stronger theoretical arguments 
explain how this could work.

Tensions and Contradictions

Our in-depth qualitative analysis also focussed on the ways 
in which these philosophies were applied in the SE litera-
ture. Consequently, we could pinpoint inconsistencies not 
only in their use in the overall domain, but also in specific 
studies. Below, we delineate contradictions between macro 
discourses and micro practices as well as theoretical issues 
and empirical arguments which could dampen the impact 
of the studies.

Macro–micro

Notably, although libertarian and utilitarian ideas mainly 
concern macro-level discourses and institutions such as 
state policies, market systems and funding institutions, few 
examples of social enterprises defending such ideas were 
found. Empirical examples focus on egalitarian, democ-
racy, or other goals (helping the disadvantaged, fulfilling 
basic needs, improving civil rights, preserving cultures, 
etc.). Thus, our analysis agree that “discursive shifts, driven 
by policy-makers, funders, the sector and academics alike, 
do not necessarily infiltrate ideology at the level where the 
action is located” (Parkinson & Howorth, 2008, p. 305).

Starting from this point, political philosophy can help us 
build more precise research questions regarding the para-
doxes within SE, which may be the product of the tension 
between SEs and their environment. For example, rather 
than asking how SEs manage “social-business tensions” 
(Smith et al., 2013), we can ask “how SEs manage the pur-
suit of egalitarian goals in a market-based environment”. 
Such investigations may lead to identifying more precise SE 
strategic responses, e.g. how fair trade develops based on the 
cooperative organisation of a value chain.

Empirical‑theoretical

Some of the clearest theoretical propositions around social 
enterprises are rooted in economic theories (Santos, 2012; 
Zahra et al., 2009) and aspire to positivism (Nicholls, 2009; 
Santos, 2012). However while economic theories tend to 
appear “objective”, they also tend to be rooted in utilitari-
anism (Myrdal, 1969, p. 44; 1990). We find this tendency 
reflected in that Stevens et al. (2015) oppose “utilitarian” 
and “normative” organisational identity, as though utilitari-
anism had no normative content.

Relying on utility-oriented (economic) theories may lead 
to discrepancies between the philosophy behind the theoreti-
cal framing and the philosophy adopted by on-the-ground 
actors. For example, Santos (2012) frame SE in utilitarian 
terms but cite the example of Unis-cité, which aims to foster 
civic education and social cohesion—citizenship concerns. 
Philosophical tensions can also emerge in the choice of key 
variables. For example, in their study of the organisation 
BRAC, Mair and Marti (2009) choose to study market par-
ticipation as the main outcome even though BRAC frames 
its objectives as poverty reduction. Given the value-laden 
nature of SE, researchers should be conscious of whether 
they adopt the organisational perspective (emic) or judge 
which outcomes are valuable (etic).
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Discussion

Social entrepreneurship research is a growing field con-
taining divergences and debates. Previous researchers have 
identified different schools of thought on SE (Bacq & Jans-
sen, 2011; Dees & Anderson, 2006; Defourny & Nyssens, 
2010; Galera & Borzaga, 2009; Young & Lecy, 2014). Start-
ing from the assumption that SE research contains implicit 
normative concerns, our paper presents a complementary 
lens based on political philosophy, shows how different 
normative anchorages are linked to different theoretical 
approaches, and identifies points of divergence in the litera-
ture. In this section, we elaborate on the implications for SE 
research in developing more reflexive research and building 
normative theories.

Identifying Contradictory and Ambiguous Contours

Our paper has traced contours of the SE field based on the 
dominant political philosophies, namely Libertarianism, 
Citizenship/democracy, Feminism, Egalitarianism, Com-
munitarianism, and Utilitarianism, with a smaller presence 
of both Multiculturalism and Marxism. Our results indicate 
prior researchers’ main implicit normative assumptions 
(maximisation, rights, democracy, care, solidarity, etc.) that 
represent the original debates on SE. We also identify less 
well-represented ideas (cultural preservation, exploitation, 
etc.) that address more specific normative concerns.

Our paper contributes to the SE literature by showing 
how this multiplicity of normative assumptions can lead 
to contradictory and ambiguous arguments within a single 
piece of research, as well as across the SE field. We add 
to the discussion by Heath et al. (2010) who, from a simi-
lar political philosophy perspective, identify inconsistency 
in the use of distinct normative theories at different levels 
of analysis in business ethics research. While we identify a 
similar issue regarding macro and micro levels, our analysis 
also finds contradictions between theoretical and empirical 
elements within studies which undermine their robustness, 
and a conceptual ambiguity in the SE literature as a whole 
which calls into question the clarity and consistency of its 
research object.

Acknowledging Normativity

Given the diversity of possible philosophical stances regard-
ing SE, we believe it is essential that SE researchers are 
reflexive regarding normativity in their research. Although 
some theories aspire to be ‘positive’ (Nicholls, 2009; Santos, 
2012), we agree with Myrdal (1969) that “the only way in 
which we can strive for ‘objectivity’ in theoretical analysis is 
to expose the valuations to full light, make them conscious, 

specific, and explicit, and permit them to determine the theo-
retical research” (p. 56). SE research, like business research 
in general (Taylor et al., 2015) may therefore benefit from 
more explicit “value premises” (Myrdal, 1969), whether 
these stem from current public policies, social enterprises, 
or the researcher herself. Normative philosophies can thus 
act as meta-theories, along with other philosophical assump-
tions regarding ontology and epistemology (Pittaway, 2005).

As different normative anchorages will lead to differ-
ent approaches to defining and evaluating the ‘success’ 
or ‘impact’ of SEs, political philosophy can aid coherent 
choices about tools and methods for evaluating SE. It can 
help in defining value-laden concepts (e.g. if an external-
ity is positive or negative, or what we mean by empower-
ment), and purposefully decide what should be measured 
and how. To take one example, Social Return On Invest-
ment (SROI), inspired by cost–benefit analysis (Millar & 
Hall, 2013), may be coherent with utilitarian reasoning, but 
will likely be a poor match for egalitarian philosophies since 
cost–benefit analysis usually neglect the fulfilment or viola-
tion of rights, improvements in liberty (Sen, 2000, p. 944), 
and the distribution of the value created (inequalities). For 
this reason, some measurement tools can conflict with an 
organisation’s values (Millar & Hall, 2013), and choosing a 
universal or standardised tool to measure SE ‘performance’ 
can be problematic.

Building normative social entrepreneurship 
theories

Because the adjective “social” in SE is a value-laden concept 
(Choi & Majumdar, 2014), conceptual definitions of SE may 
also contain normative implications, and deciding which 
organisations to include under the “SE” umbrella therefore 
becomes a political decision (Lyon & Sepulveda, 2009). 
Various fields of study like corporate social responsibility 
or stakeholder theory encounter a similar issue and thus 
develop both normative theories and descriptive studies. 
SE, however, lacks a well-defined normative logic (Nicholls, 
2010a, p. 617), and future research should develop more 
explicit normative theories. This would correspond to what 
Dey and Steyaert (2012) call a normative critique: being 
“explicit about the kind of trajectory social entrepreneurship 
must endorse” (p.97). Normative theories can inspire prac-
titioners and aid policy-makers in clarifying their political 
choice when adopting a definition of SE.

The results we present here constitute a basis for such 
a task, but the issue remain complex. Coherent normative 
theories at the organisational level are lacking, and this 
problem is not limited to social enterprises. Organisations 
are not “citizens”, nor “mini-states” (Heath et al., 2010), so 
“classical political theory and individual moral theory are 
inadequate for dealing with the moral problems that arise in 
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the context of the modern corporation” (Phillips, 2003, p. 
41). As a response to this problem, Heath et al. (2010) call 
for a ‘unified theory’ bridging business ethics and politi-
cal philosophy, which would justify various institutions like 
markets and their regulation, corporate governance, and 
business norms with consistent normative concepts.

The question is relevant for SE since “what seem really 
at stake beyond conceptual debates are the place and the 
role of social enterprise within the overall economy and 
its interaction with the market, the civil society and public 
policies” (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010, p. 33). We have also 
seen that the normative debates around SE not only concern 
social enterprises, but question the articulation of different 
levels in society: individual and collective behaviour, forms 
of organisations, inter-organisational relationships, mar-
kets, state policy, etc. We thus believe that the construction 
of ‘unified theories’, and exploration of the causal mecha-
nisms supporting the efficiency claims they may contain, are 
important avenues of future research for SE and business 
ethics in general.

Conclusion

The past research has shown that defining social enterprises 
or their social goal is a political task involving value-laden 
debates (Boddice, 2011; Cho, 2006; Choi & Majumdar, 
2014; Lyon & Sepulveda, 2009). We have extended this 
work by exploring the political ideas at stake behind the 
question of social entrepreneurship. Our paper shows the 
diversity of perspectives in SE, and clarifies the goals and 
means SE can adopt within society according to different 
philosophical lenses. Political philosophy provides a coher-
ent framework for conceptualising SE definitions, goals, 
and impacts, both in normative theories and in describing 
the political projects that social enterprises themselves can 
defend.

Furthermore, our analysis is also relevant from an insti-
tutional perspective of SE research. First, it can help schol-
ars in understanding their own normative ideas about social 
enterprise, and making them explicit. This process will 
provide a solid basis for critical approaches, helping schol-
ars to define what is criticised and from which standpoint. 
Then, political philosophy can inform the choice of theories, 
conceptualisations, and measurement tools to use. Different 
measurement tools and different conceptualisations reflect 
different types of political impacts (creating more utility, 
fulfilling rights, fostering democracy, etc.). Thus, schol-
ars and practitioners should pay attention to the alignment 
between their values and the measurement tools or theories 
they choose to use.

Appendix A: Description of political 
philosophies

Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a consequentialist philosophy that claims 
we should maximize human welfare, or utility. Consequen-
tialism means that the ‘rightness’ of an action is judged by 
the consequences of this action. The concept of utility is 
central in utilitarianism and different streams of thought 
define it in different ways. It can be pleasure (in hedonistic 
utilitarianism), any mental state that people wish to experi-
ence (since we might want to experience something other 
than pleasure), or the satisfaction of informed preferences. 
Informed (or rational) preferences are the preferences we 
would have if we had all information concerning the con-
sequences of my actions, and if my preferences themselves 
were not restrained by beliefs preventing me from having 
certain aspirations.

In utilitarianism, human welfare is the aggregation of 
utilities. Each person’s utility must be given equal weight 
in the calculation of human welfare. The most important 
critiques addressed to utilitarianism are that summing utili-
ties does not allow for consideration of the distribution of 
utilities (inequalities) and that the focus on utility accords 
no intrinsic value to rights or freedoms.

Liberal egalitarianism

Starting from the critique of the inequality of resource distri-
bution that can arise from utilitarianism, liberal egalitarian 
theories aim at defining the ‘fair share’ of resources that each 
person deserves. Rawls defines then two principles about 
how to distribute resources:

“all social primary goods – liberty and opportunity, 
income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect – are 
to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribu-
tion of any or all of these goods is to the advantage 
of the least favoured” (Rawls, 1971, p.303, cited by 
Kymlicka, 2002).

These principles are justified by reference to our intui-
tions regarding the ‘veil of ignorance’ thought experiment 
– that if we did not know what our place in society would 
be, we would choose such a distribution to compensate for 
social and natural inequalities.

There are various kinds of egalitarianism rooted in Rawls’ 
foundational work. For example, Amartya Sen criticizes 
Rawls, arguing that with the same ‘primary goods’ different 
people cannot achieve equal outcomes. For example, a disa-
bled person cannot achieve the same thing as an able-bodied 
person, even if they have the same bundle of primary goods. 
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For this reason, Sen proposes that equality of capabilities, 
rather than primary goods, should be the basis of an egalitar-
ian theory of justice (Sen, 2001).

Libertarianism

Libertarianism uses various arguments to justify the free 
market and property rights against egalitarian redistribution. 
We can distinguish four different arguments justifying abso-
lute property rights. First, the voluntary agreement argu-
ment states that if people voluntarily give money to others in 
exchange for some good, the result must be fair (if not neces-
sarily equal) since the trade was freely chosen. Second, the 
mutual advantage argument states that rational agents can 
choose to define moral conventions when they work for their 
mutual advantage, for example to solve social dilemmas.

Next, the self-ownership argument claims that what is 
produced with one’s own talents is one’s property. Then, in 
order to treat people as equals and as ends in themselves, one 
cannot violate someone else’s exercise of his or her absolute 
property rights. All property rights acquired through chosen 
exchanges are thus legitimate. Concerning the appropria-
tion of resources that are not created by humans, unowned 
resources can be freely appropriated as long as it does not 
worsen the conditions of others, even if the resulting distri-
bution is not equal. Finally, the argument of liberty estab-
lishes liberty as a fundamental value and defines the goal of 
society as ‘maximizing liberty’ or giving people the most 
extensive liberty compatible with the same liberty for all.

Marxism

Marxists denounce the exploitation and alienation of work-
ers by capitalists (owners of the means of production), and 
argue in favour of the socialization of the mean of produc-
tion as a solution. Marxism gives value to self-realization in 
work. Labour in the capitalist system is viewed as alienating 
since the worker loses power over his or her own labour. 
Technically, exploitation is defined as the capitalist appro-
priation of the added value produced by the worker.

According to the labour theory of value employed by tra-
ditional Marxists, the worker is the only agent who produces 
value. S/he is therefore exploited when capitalists receive 
some of the value s/he creates. As this theory of value is 
close to the libertarian view inasmuch as it assigns prop-
erty rights according to people’s labour, some contempo-
rary Marxists avoid it and instead converge with a liberal 
egalitarian argument to promote an equal distribution of the 
means of production.

Communitarianism

Communitarians investigate the role of communities within 
society. The schools of thought are diverse, but their reflex-
ions centre around a common set of questions that aim at 
resituating the individual in its social context. Communitar-
ians question the liberal egalitarian paradigm from a per-
spective of cultural relativism. Certain communities defend 
particular ways of life and claim the liberty to perpetuate 
them. Questions raised by this approach include: To what 
extent can certain ways of life and visions of the common 
good be promoted? Can some ways of life be promoted 
against individuals’ rights of self-determination (the rights 
to choose and revise one’s conception of the good), defended 
by liberal egalitarianism?

Communitarians also argue that social deliberation is 
necessary to define a conception of the good and question 
whether and how the state should intervene to encourage the 
formation of a pluralist ‘offering’ of cultures. Furthermore, 
communitarians question the bases of social unity neces-
sary to allow citizens to trust each other, realize solidary 
and accept democratic decisions. The response of western 
democracies has been to build a relatively neutral national 
identity based on a common language and history.

Citizenship theory

While liberal egalitarian theories define citizenship as indi-
vidual rights and entitlements, citizenship theories shift the 
focus and try to “identify the virtues and practices needed 
to promote and maintain the sorts of institutions and poli-
cies defended within theories of justice” (Kymlicka, 2002, 
p. 287). Different theories of justice lead to different visions 
of citizenship, and citizenship debates concern which kinds 
of virtues should be promoted and how. The ‘virtues’ of 
citizens include participation in political institutions and in 
public debate, but also ‘civility’ in how citizen treat each 
other. The potential ‘seedbeds’ of civic virtues identified by 
citizenship theorists have been ‘civil society’ and education 
through public schools.

Multiculturalism

Multiculturalism addresses the problem of cultural injus-
tices, whereby a minority group suffers cultural domination, 
non-recognition or disrespect. It asks if a ‘politics of recog-
nition’ and the attribution of differentiated rights for particu-
lar groups can be justified. These groups include, for exam-
ple, indigenous peoples, national minorities, immigrants, 
ethnocultural groups, ethnoreligious groups, refugees, etc.
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Multiculturalism began as a communitarian critique of 
liberalism, but liberals tried to integrate it. Within a liberal 
framework, minorities’ claims can be separated into asking 
for the right to protect their group against their own mem-
bers (e.g., those who refuse to follow the community’s rules) 
or the right to protect their group against external pressures 
of wider society (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 340). For egalitarians, 
the first claim is not legitimate because it implies restrict-
ing individual rights, while the second is legitimate as it 
implies realizing or expanding such rights. Minority rights 
claims are also a response to nation state building processes 
that tend to impose a particular language and/or culture on 
minorities.

Feminism

Each political theory is represented within feminism, yet 
within this diversity feminists share a common core of 
critiques against mainstream political theories and their 
incapacity to consider women’s interests (Kymlicka, 2002, 
p. 377). First, the principle of non-discrimination against 
the female gender is not sufficient to rule out sexism. The 
concept of domination introduces the idea that society is 
defined for men. The more social institutions are designed 
for men, the fewer arbitrary discriminations are needed to 
exclude women because they will simply fail to fit positions 
defined for men (Kymlicka, 2002, pp. 382–383) (e.g. mini-
mal weight requirements to enter the army, the incompat-
ibility of childcare and full-time work, etc.).

Second, classical theories draw a division between the 
public and private spheres. In this way, they neglect the 
question of equality within the family. Establishing a fam-
ily has different consequences for men and women. Women 
perform most domestic work, must choose between career 
and family, and often become economically dependent on 
men who thus gain more decision-making power within the 
family (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 387). Contemporary feminism 
additionally argues that ‘feminine’ moral reasoning, through 
the ethic of care, can be a source of moral insight. While 
theories of justice focus on moral principles universally 
applicable and based on concepts such as rights and fair-
ness, the ethic of care focuses on the development of moral 
dispositions that allow one to identify appropriate responses 
to particular cases based on concepts of responsibilities and 
relationships (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 401).
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The Influence 
of Personal-
ity Traits and 
Demographic 
Factors 
on Social 
Entrepreneur-
ship Start Up 
Intentions

Journal of 
Business 
Ethics

2010 236

Choi, Nia; 
Majumdar, 
Satyajit

Social entrepre-
neurship as 
an essentially 
contested 
concept: 
Opening a 
new avenue 
for system-
atic future 
research

Journal of 
Business 
Venturing

2014 231

Parkinson, 
Caroline; 
Howorth, 
Carole

The language 
of social 
entrepreneurs

Entrepreneur-
ship and 
Regional 
Development

2008 231

Morris, 
Michael H.; 
Webb, Justin 
W.; Franklin, 
Rebecca J

Understand-
ing the 
Manifestation 
of Entre-
preneurial 
Orientation in 
the Nonprofit 
Context

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2011 229

Calic, Goran; 
Mosakowski, 
Elaine

Kicking Off 
Social 
Entrepreneur-
ship: How A 
Sustainability 
Orientation 
Influences 
Crowdfund-
ing Success

Journal of 
Management 
Studies

2016 227

Littlewood, 
David; Holt, 
Diane

Social Entre-
preneurship 
in South 
Africa: 
Exploring the 
Influence of 
Environment

Business & 
Society

2018 224

Weerawardena, 
Jay; McDon-
ald, Robert 
E.; Mort, Gil-
lian Sullivan

Sustainability 
of nonprofit 
organizations: 
An empirical 
investigation

Journal of 
World Busi-
ness

2010 219

Renko, Maija Early Chal-
lenges of 
Nascent 
Social Entre-
preneurs

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2013 218
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Author Title Publication 
title

Year Citations

Townsend, 
David M.; 
Hart, Timothy 
A

Perceived insti-
tutional ambi-
guity and 
the choice of 
organizational 
form in social 
entrepreneur-
ial ventures

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2008 218

Estrin, Saul; 
Mickiewicz, 
Tomasz; Ste-
phan, Ute

Entrepreneur-
ship, Social 
Capital, and 
Institutions: 
Social and 
Commercial 
Entrepreneur-
ship Across 
Nations

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2013 214

Jones, Robert; 
Latham, 
James; Betta, 
Michela

Narrative 
construction 
of the social 
entrepreneur-
ial identity

International 
Journal of 
Entrepreneur-
ial Behavior 
& Research

2008 213

Stephan, Ute; 
Uhlaner, 
Lorraine M.; 
Stride, Chris-
topher

Institutions 
and social 
entrepreneur-
ship: The role 
of institu-
tional voids, 
institutional 
support, and 
institutional 
configurations

Journal of 
International 
Business 
Studies

2015 213

Hockerts, Kai Determinants 
of social 
entrepreneur-
ial intentions

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2017 212

Rivera-Santos, 
Miguel; Holt, 
Diane; Little-
wood, David; 
Kolk, Ans

Social entrepre-
neurship in 
sub-Saharan 
Africa

Academy of 
Management 
Perspectives

2015 212

Estrin, Saul; 
Mickiewicz, 
Tomasz; Ste-
phan, Ute

Human capital 
in social and 
commercial-
entrepreneur-
ship

Journal of 
Business 
Venturing

2016 197

Kraus, Sascha; 
Filser, 
Matthias; 
O’Dwyer, 
Michele; 
Shaw, Eleanor

Social Entre-
preneurship: 
An explora-
tory citation 
analysis

Review of 
Managerial 
Science

2014 196

Author Title Publication 
title

Year Citations

Mair, Johanna; 
Schoen, 
Oliver

Successful 
social entre-
preneurial 
business 
models in the 
context of 
developing 
economies: 
An explora-
tive study

International 
Journal of 
Emerging 
Markets

2007 194

Zahra, Shaker 
A.; Newey, 
Lance R.; Li, 
Yong

On the fron-
tiers: The 
implications 
of social 
entrepre-
neurship for 
international 
entrepreneur-
ship

Entrepreneur-
ship theory 
and practice

2014 194

Miller, Toyah 
L.; Grimes, 
Matthew G.; 
McMullen, 
Jeffery S.; 
Vogus, Timo-
thy J

Venturing for 
Others with 
Heart and 
Head: How 
Compassion 
Encourages 
Social Entre-
preneurship

Academy of 
Management 
Review

2012 193

Hall, Jeremy; 
Matos, Stel-
via; Sheehan, 
Lorn; Silves-
tre, Bruno

Entrepreneur-
ship and 
Innovation at 
the Base of 
the Pyramid: 
A Recipe 
for Inclusive 
Growth or 
Social Exclu-
sion?

Journal of 
Management 
Studies

2012 192

Wilson, Fiona; 
Post, James E

Business 
models for 
people, planet 
(& profits): 
exploring the 
phenomena 
of social 
business, a 
market-based 
approach to 
social value 
creation

Small Business 
Economics

2013 192

Seelos, Chris-
tian; Mair, 
Johanna; 
Battilana, 
Julie; Dacin, 
M. Tina

The embedded-
ness of social 
entrepre-
neurship: 
Understand-
ing variation 
across local 
communities

Communities 
and organiza-
tions

2011 190
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Sud, Mukesh; 
VanSandt, 
Craig V.; 
Baugous, 
Amanda M

Social Entre-
preneurship: 
The Role of 
Institutions

Journal of 
Business 
Ethics

2009 189

Felício, J. 
Augusto; 
Martins 
Gonçalves, 
Helena; da 
Conceição 
Gonçalves, 
Vítor

Social value 
and organiza-
tional perfor-
mance in non-
profit social 
organizations: 
Social entre-
preneurship, 
leadership, 
and socioeco-
nomic context 
effects

Journal of 
Business 
Research

2013 188

Mair, J.; Marti, 
I

Social entre-
preneurship 
research: A 
source of 
explanation, 
prediction, 
and delight

Journal of 
World Busi-
ness

2006 187

Meyskens, 
Moriah; 
Robb-Post, 
Colleen; 
Stamp, Jeffrey 
A.; Carsrud, 
Alan L.; 
Reynolds, 
Paul D

Social Ventures 
from a 
Resource-
Based Per-
spective: An 
Exploratory 
Study Assess-
ing Global 
Ashoka Fel-
lows

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2010 187

Phillips, 
Wendy; Lee, 
Hazel; Gho-
badian, Abby; 
O’Regan, 
Nicholas; 
James, Peter

Social Innova-
tion and 
Social Entre-
preneurship: 
A Systematic 
Review

Group & 
Organization 
Management

2015 185

Saebi, Tina; 
Foss, Nicolai 
J; Linder, 
Stefan

Social Entre-
preneurship 
Research: 
Past Achieve-
ments and 
Future Prom-
ises

Journal of 
Management

2019 185

Mair, Johanna; 
Battilana, 
Julie; Card-
enas, Julian

Organizing for 
Society: A 
Typology of 
Social Entre-
preneuring 
Models

Journal of 
Business 
Ethics

2012 184

Author Title Publication 
title

Year Citations

Datta, Punita 
Bhatt; Gailey, 
Robert

Empower-
ing Women 
Through 
Social Entre-
preneurship: 
Case Study 
of a Women’s 
Cooperative 
in India

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2012 183

Rey-Martí, 
Andrea; 
Ribeiro-
Soriano, 
Domingo; 
Palacios-Mar-
qués, Daniel

A bibliometric 
analysis of 
social entre-
preneurship

Journal of 
Business 
Research

2016 181

Chell, 
Elizabeth; 
Nicolopou-
lou, Katerina; 
Karataş-
Özkan, Mine

Social entrepre-
neurship and 
enterprise: 
International 
and innova-
tion perspec-
tives

Entrepreneur-
ship & 
Regional 
Development

2010 164

Desa, Geoffrey Resource 
Mobilization 
in Interna-
tional Social 
Entrepre-
neurship: 
Bricolage as a 
Mechanism of 
Institutional 
Transforma-
tion

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2012 159

Bull, Michael Challenging 
tensions: 
critical, 
theoretical 
and empirical 
perspectives 
on social 
enterprise

International 
Journal of 
Entrepreneur-
ial Behavior 
& Research

2008 158

Smith, Brett 
R.; Stevens, 
Christopher E

Different types 
of social 
entrepreneur-
ship: The role 
of geography 
and embed-
dedness on 
the measure-
ment and 
scaling of 
social value

Entrepreneur-
ship & 
Regional 
Development

2010 157

Kistruck, 
Geoffrey M.; 
Beamish, 
Paul W

The Interplay 
of Form, 
Structure, and 
Embedded-
ness in Social 
Intrapreneur-
ship

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2010 153
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Lehner, Othmar 
M

Crowdfunding 
social ven-
tures: a model 
and research 
agenda

Venture Capital 2013 151

Mort, Gillian 
Sullivan; 
Weera-
wardena, Jay; 
Carnegie, 
Kashonia

Social entre-
preneurship: 
towards 
conceptuali-
sation

International 
Journal of 
Nonprofit and 
Voluntary 
Sector Mar-
keting

2003 150

Bradley, Steven 
W.; McMul-
len, Jeffery 
S.; Artz, Ken-
dall; Simiyu, 
Edward M

Capital Is Not 
Enough: 
Innovation in 
Developing 
Economies

Journal of 
Management 
Studies

2012 142

Lumpkin, G. T.; 
Moss, Todd 
W.; Gras, 
David M.; 
Kato, Shoko; 
Amezcua, 
Alejandro S

Entrepreneurial 
processes in 
social con-
texts: how are 
they different, 
if at all?

Small Business 
Economics

2013 138

Austin, James E Three avenues 
for social 
entrepreneur-
ship research

Social entrepre-
neurship

2006 137

Shaw, Eleanor; 
de Bruin, 
Anne

Reconsidering 
capitalism: 
the promise 
of social 
innovation 
and social 
entrepreneur-
ship?

International 
Small Busi-
ness Journal

2013 137

Perrini, Franc-
esco; Vurro, 
Clodia; 
Costanzo, 
Laura A

A process-
based view 
of social 
entrepreneur-
ship: From 
opportunity 
identification 
to scaling-up 
social change 
in the case of 
San Patrig-
nano

Entrepreneur-
ship & 
Regional 
Development

2010 135

Moore, 
Michele-Lee; 
Westley, 
Frances

Surmount-
able Chasms: 
Networks 
and Social 
Innovation 
for Resilient 
Systems

Ecology and 
Society

2011 134

Author Title Publication 
title

Year Citations

Desa, Geoffrey; 
Basu, Sandip

Optimization 
or Bricolage? 
Overcoming 
Resource 
Constraints in 
Global Social 
Entrepreneur-
ship

Strategic Entre-
preneurship 
Journal

2013 132

Nicholls, Alex Institutional-
izing social 
entrepreneur-
ship in regu-
latory space: 
Reporting and 
disclosure by 
community 
interest com-
panies

Accounting 
Organizations 
and Society

2010 130

Dempsey, Sarah 
E.; Sanders, 
Matthew L

Meaning-
ful work? 
Nonprofit 
marketization 
and work/life 
imbalance in 
popular auto-
biographies 
of social 
entrepreneur-
ship

Organization 2010 128

Dees, J A Tale of Two 
Cultures: 
Charity, 
Problem 
Solving, and 
the Future of 
Social Entre-
preneurship

Journal of 
Business 
Ethics

2012 124
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Ruebottom, 
Trish

The micro-
structures 
of rhetori-
cal strategy 
in social 
entrepreneur-
ship: Building 
legitimacy 
through 
heroes and 
villains

Journal of 
Business 
Venturing

2013 124

Hayhurst, 
Lyndsay M. C

The ‘Girl 
Effect’ and 
martial arts: 
social entre-
preneurship 
and sport, 
gender and 
development 
in Uganda

Gender, Place 
& Culture

2014 120

Germak, 
Andrew J.; 
Robinson, 
Jeffrey A

Exploring the 
Motivation 
of Nascent 
Social Entre-
preneurs

Journal of 
Social Entre-
preneurship

2014 119

Hill, T. L.; 
Kothari, 
Tanvi H.; 
Shea, Mat-
thew

Patterns of 
Meaning in 
the Social 
Entrepre-
neurship 
Literature: 
A Research 
Platform

Journal of 
Social Entre-
preneurship

2010 111

Dorado, Silvia; 
Ventresca, 
Marc J

Crescive entre-
preneurship 
in com-
plex social 
problems: 
Institutional 
conditions for 
entrepreneur-
ial engage-
ment

Journal of 
Business 
Venturing

2013 109

Author Title Publication 
title

Year Citations

Stevens, Robin; 
Moray, Nath-
alie; Bruneel, 
Johan

The Social and 
Economic 
Mission 
of Social 
Enterprises: 
Dimensions, 
Measurement, 
Validation, 
and Relation

Entrepreneur-
ship Theory 
and Practice

2015 106

Appendix C: Initial political philosophy 
keywords2

Philosophy Key ideas Keywords

Utilitarianism Maximization of 
welfare

welfare, utility, maxi-
mization, prefer-
ences, interests, 
value

Liberal egalitarian-
ism

Primary goods primary goods, liberty, 
opportunity, income, 
wealth, self-respect, 
power, equal 
rights, basic rights, 
equality of oppor-
tunity, civil rights, 
political rights, basic 
liberties, fair share, 
basic income, equal 
freedom

Least favoured least favoured, disad-
vantaged, disabled

Libertarianism Absolute property 
rights

property, property 
rights, property 
ownership, absolute 
property, material 
welfare, self-own-
ership

Mutual advan-
tage and chosen 
exchanges

mutual advantage, 
contract, conven-
tion, social contract, 
rational choice, 
bargaining power, 
cooperation, freerid-
ing

Liberty liberty, freedom
Marxism Alienation and 

exploitation of 
workers

alienation, exploita-
tion, socialization 
of the means of 
production, class 
conflict, oppression, 
revolution

2  Our initial analysis also included a template of moral philosophy 
keywords based on Reidenbach and Robin’s normative philosophy 
scale (Reidenbach and Robin, 1988, 1990). We found however that 
ethical philosophies themes were quite well covered by our political 
philosophy template. For example, ethical concern of justice matches 
egalitarianism, relativist questions are discussed within communitari-
anism and multiculturalism, deontology may appear through notions 
of contracts, utilitarianism is both a political and moral philosophy, 
and egoism/altruism is addressed through ethics of care.
  Reidenbach, R. E., & Robin, D. P., (1988). Some initial steps toward 
improving the measurement of ethical evaluations of marketing activ-
ities. Journal of Business Ethics, 7(11), 871–879.
  Reidenbach, R. E., & Robin, D. P., (1990). Toward the development 
of a multidimensional scale for improving evaluations of business 
ethics. Journal of business ethics, 9(8), 639–653.
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Philosophy Key ideas Keywords

Communitarianism Culture and group 
identity

culture, tradition, 
common good, com-
munitarian, shared 
practices, shared 
experiences, shared 
culture, shared 
identity, shared goal, 
solidarity, identity, 
way of life

Citizenship theory Virtue and citizens 
behaviour

civic, civic virtue, 
citizenship, voice, 
empowerment, 
responsibility, public 
debate, deliberation, 
deliberative democ-
racy, civility, civil 
society, republican

Multiculturalism Minority cultures diversity, cultural 
diversity, cultural 
pluralism, recogni-
tion, exclusion, 
excluded, marginali-
zation, marginalized, 
assimilation, integra-
tion, minority group, 
minorities, stigmati-
zation, stigmatized, 
indigenous peoples, 
national minori-
ties, immigrants, 
ethnocultural groups, 
ethnoreligious 
groups, refugees

Feminism Gender equality male biased, sexual 
discrimination, 
sexual inequali-
ties, gender-biased, 
sex discrimination, 
sexual discrimina-
tion, sex equal-
ity, domination, 
dominance, women’s 
subordination, sexist, 
sexism, oppres-
sion, family, private 
sphere, domestic, 
women

Feminist ethic ethic of care, care 
theory, feminine 
ethic, feminist ethic, 
caregiver, empathy

Appendix D: Final political philosophy 
keywords*

Philosophy Theme Keywords

Utilitarianism Social welfare public welfare | total 
welfare | global 
welfare | total utilit* | 
public utilit* | global 
utilit* | wellbeing | 
well-being | life satis-
faction | preferences 
satisfaction

Maximization maximiz* | maximis*
Efficiency efficient |inefficient 

|cost*benefit* | avoid* 
cost*

Liberal Equality Basic rights primary good* |basic 
right* |basic good* 
|equal* right* | equal* 
opportunity | political 
right* | civil right* 
|basic libert* | fair 
share | basic income 
|equal* freedom | 
basic need* | capabil-
ity approach | capa-
bilities | empower*

Least favoured least favour*|least 
favor*| disadvantag* 
| disab*

Libertarianism Mutual advantage win–win | mutual 
advantage| bargain-
ing power | social 
contract

Maximize freedom |maximi* libert* | 
maximi* freedom

Property rights private property | 
private ownership 
|property right*

Marixsm Marxism alienat* | exploit* 
worker | exploit* 
employee*| socializ* 
mean production 
| class* conflict* | 
oppress* | revolution | 
marxi* | bourgeois
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Philosophy Theme Keywords

Communitarianism Communitarianism common good | com-
munitarian | share* 
practice* | share* 
experience* | share* 
culture | share* 
identity | share* goal* 
| common practice* | 
common experience* 
| common culture | 
common identit*| 
common goal* | 
collective practice* 
| collective experi-
ence* | collective 
culture | collective 
identit* | collective 
goal* |solidarity | way 
of life

Citizenship Theory Civic civic | civic virtue | 
citizenship | civility | 
civil society | engage-
ment | commitment | 
involvment

Democracy | deliberati* | delib-
erative democracy | 
public debate | demo-
cra* | participatory | 
participation

Multiculturalism Cultural Groups indigenous | indigenous 
peoples | national 
minorities | immi-
grant* | migrant* | 
ethnocultural group* | 
ethnoreligious group* 
| refugee* | ethnic* 
minorit*

Cultural Diversity cultural diversity | 
cultural pluralism | 
cultural recognition 
| cultural* exlus* | 
cultural* marginaliz* 
| cultural assimilation 
| cultural integration 
| minority group* | 
minorities | cultural* 
stigmatiz*| cultural* 
stigmatis* | multicul-
tural*

Philosophy Theme Keywords

Feminism Feminism feminis*
Ethics of Care ethic* care | care theor* 

| feminine ethic* | 
feminist ethic

Empathy empat*
Gender equality male bias* | male domi-

nat* | men dominat* 
| sex* discrimina-
tion* | sex**equalit* | 
gender-bias* | gender 
*equalit* | gender 
discrimination* | 
gender dominat* | 
gender oppression | 
wom*n* subordina-
tion | wom*n* right* 
| wom*n* discrimi-
nation | wom*n* 
oppression | sexis* | 
gender

* The pipe ‘|’ represents the Boolean operator OR and the 
wild card ‘*’ represents multiple missing characters.
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