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Abstract

Almost 25 years after Dees’ article on the meaning of social entrepreneurship, conceptual controversy persists. Based on a
qualitative analysis of 209 definitions of social entrepreneurship and respective academic articles, we argue that the concept
follows a family resemblance structure and identify the 12 distinct attributes that comprehensively define it. Membership
in social entrepreneurship is not defined by a case possessing a universally accepted set of criterial features but by carrying
shared attributes with other cases. The family resemblance structure points to the persistent fallacy of using the same term
to label different phenomena and cautions researchers against causal homogeneity assumptions among different conceptual
subtypes. Assuming a descriptive stance, we shed light on how distinct ethical positions relate to different definitions of
social entrepreneurship. Among the existing conceptual variety, we identify four prominent subtypes and find that ‘market-
based’ conceptualizations relate to economism, the ‘social business’ subtype relates to rule utilitarian positions, ‘efficiency-
driven’ definitions are associated with hedonistic act utilitarian views, and the ‘transformational impact’ subtype is akin to
a eudemonic act utilitarian stance.
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Introduction

The field of social entrepreneurship (SE) is growing rapidly
(Hu et al., 2020; Stephan et al., 2016; Wry & York, 2017),
but “enthusiasm has outpaced conceptual development and
refinement” (Miller et al., 2012, p. 630) and controversy
on the meaning of SE persists (Ranville & Barros, 2021;
Saebi et al., 2019). While previous conceptualization and
operationalization studies undeniably provide valuable con-
tributions to advance knowledge in this bolstering academic
field, the adopted classical conceptual structure based on
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necessary and sufficient attributes fails to capture SE as an
essentially contested concept (Choi & Majumdar, 2014).
Often led “by advocacy worldviews of the researchers
themselves” (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013, p. 198), scholars
tend to either treat discrete features of SE as equivalent to
the broader concept, or use a rigid, monothetic conceptual
structure based on a single basic principle that potentially
excludes some actors who may also identify themselves with
SE. The plethora of SE definitions has not only been related
to differences in how attributes are combined to define SE,
but also associated with distinct ethical views and norma-
tive conceptions of SE (Bhatt, 2022; Bruder, 2021; Dey &
Steyaert, 2016; Hota et al., 2020; Ranville & Barros, 2021;
Zahra et al., 2009).

“Concept formation lies at the heart of all social science
endeavors” (Gerring, 2012, p. 112), not only because it
addresses the fundamental question of what we are talking
about, but also because in doing so it allows for knowledge to
accumulate and progress. Conceptual confusion (Dacin et al.,
2010) and persistent disparity in terminology create serious
obstacles to accumulate knowledge because what is presented
under the banner of SE is different from one publication to
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another, setting an urgent call to systematize the scattered
knowledge developed so far.

Following an “(...) organized set of activities that set pri-
orities for what needs to be done in order to develop a strong
conceptual definition” (Podsakoff, MacKenzie & Podsakoff,
2016, p. 169), our study aims to advance the discussion on
conceptualizing SE by answering three research questions: (1)
which attributes identify SE? (2) how are the attributes organ-
ized in existing academic conceptualizations? And (3) how
do different sets of attributes relate to distinct ethical views?
Based on an extensive sample of 209 academic definitions
of SE and their supporting academic articles, we identify 12
attributes that comprehensively define the SE concept, reveal
the existing multitude of attribute combinations, and shed
light on the distinct ethical views that co-occur with specific
choices of attributes. Previous studies have already investi-
gated different definitions of SE to conclude that either it is an
essentially contested concept that cannot be defined beyond
a set of clusters of other overlapping concepts (Alegre et al.,
2017; Choi & Majumdar, 2014) or a classical one holding
a specific set of necessary and sufficient attributes (Bacq &
Janssen, 2011; Peredo & McLean, 2006; Santos, 2012) and
implicitly excluding divergent perspectives of SE. Toward a
more inclusive model, this study refutes both the undefinable
nature of SE and the classical structure of concept definition.
Rather, we propose that SE follows a family resemblance con-
ceptual structure (Rosch & Mervis, 1975; Wittgenstein, 1953),
in which membership is not defined by a case possessing a
universally accepted set of criterial features but by carrying
shared attributes with other cases.

There are important implications for SE research in
acknowledging the family resemblance structure. We untangle
the fallacy of assuming that different phenomena are the same
just because they carry the same SE label and caution against
causal homogeneity assumptions among distinct SE subtypes
that result from different combinations of attributes. Further-
more, our results contribute to set a sound path to operation-
alize SE because differences in definitions lead to differences
in measurement. By clearly identifying the attributes of SE,
this study supports the design of rigorous measurement instru-
ments to empirically capture the different attributes and to
investigate theoretically relevant causal relationships. Finally,
this study also contributes to the ongoing reflection on the
normative ethical foundations of SE and argues for the merits
of looking at those foundations from a descriptive approach.

Theory
Conceptualizing Social Entrepreneurship

A considerable number of conceptual studies on SE emerged
at the beginning of the century stressing different aspects
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of the phenomenon (Nicholls, 2010) and reaching a peak
around 2006 (Alegre et al., 2017), when several highly cited
papers were published. Following the abundance of pub-
lications in the academic field, scholars presented several
excellent reviews (Saebi et al., 2019), some of which focus
specifically on SE’s conceptual definition (Appendix). While
some of these reviews provide a unique definition of SE
(Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Peredo & McLean, 2006), others
conclude that “a universally accepted definition of social
entrepreneurship is hardly possible” (Choi & Majumdar,
2014, p. 364). Arguing that a cluster concept would enable
systematic future research on SE, the same authors recognize
that these overlapping clusters are also contested, complicat-
ing the applicability of the cluster concept.

As conceptualization articles tapered off, operationaliza-
tion efforts began to emerge building on different definitions
and attributes of SE. Lepoutre et al. (2013) measure ‘social
entrepreneurial activity’ based on individuals’ self-reported
social mission, innovation, and market-based revenues. Ste-
vens and colleagues define SE as “entrepreneurship with an
embedded social purpose (...), which is sustainable through
trade (...) and not limited to a particular organizational
form” (2015, p. 1053), developing a scale to measure the
social and economic missions of a social enterprise. Kan-
nampuzha and Hockerts (2019) suggest that ‘organizational
social entrepreneurship’ is a formative construct based on
three components—social change intentions, commercial
activities, and inclusive governance. Within the nonprofit
sector, Morris et al. (2011) suggested adapting the ‘entrepre-
neurial orientation’ construct to the nonprofit context. The
‘social entrepreneurship orientation’ (SEO) scale has four
dimensions (social innovativeness, social risk-taking, social
proactiveness, and socialness) according to Kraus et al.
(2017), and five attributes in Dwivedi and Weerawardena’s
study (2018) (innovativeness, proactiveness, risk manage-
ment, effectual orientation, and social mission orientation).

The use of divergent sets of attributes reflects the endur-
ing lack of consensus. Most of these efforts use a classical
approach to conceptualize SE, claiming a universal set of
singly necessary and jointly sufficient attributes, clashing
with previous arguments for its contested nature (Choi &
Majumdar, 2014). Recognizing the valuable contribution
of these studies in refining the SE construct, the pursuit of
operational definitions without acknowledging a broader
frame of the concept risks legitimizing powerful actors in
the field rather than capturing the existing diversity of per-
spectives. We share other scholars’ concerns that in the quest
to find a consensual definition, perspectives defended by
less powerful actors might become marginalized, and agree
that “over time, this imbalance might be expected to under-
mine and perhaps even destroy the normative and cognitive
legitimacy of social entrepreneurship to a wider audience”
(Nicholls, 2010, p. 626).
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Relating Ethical Theories and the Concept of SE

Scholars relate the existing diversity of SE definitions with
distinct ethical views and normative conceptions of SE.
While a few studies may acknowledge the diversity of per-
spectives in SE and different philosophical lenses underlying
the concept (Ranville & Barros, 2021), most studies tend to
assume a normative posture toward SE. For example, Bruder
(2021) describes utilitarian tendencies and economistic con-
fusions in a vast number of SE conceptions, and proposes an
integrative economic ethics, based on Kantian deontological
theory, to ground the SE concept as good entrepreneurship.
Bhatt (2022) suggests that social enterprises are “market-
based hybrid organizations with a dual mission of financial
sustainability and social value creation” and seem to exclude
other organizational formats from SE (2022, p. 743).

Normative ethical theories are generally presented in
three broad branches: consequentialism, deontology, and
virtue ethics (Arnold et al., 2019; Brink, 2006). In conse-
quentialism, the moral worth of actions is determined by
their consequences (Brink, 2006). The most familiar form
of consequentialism is classical hedonistic act utilitarian-
ism, which claims that an agent ought to perform that action
that produces the most net pleasure for everyone concerned
(Brink, 2006). An essential feature of utilitarianism is the
principle of optimal productivity through efficiency (Arnold
et al., 2019). In rule utilitarianism, moral behavior requires
adopting rules based on the consequences they may have
(Arnold et al., 2019). Finally, economism is based on the
maximization of self-interest as the rational mechanism to
promote economic welfare (Bruder, 2021; Ulrich & Thiele-
mann, 1993).

Deontological ethics postulates that the morality of
an action is based on whether that action itself is right
or wrong, rather than based on its consequences (Arnold
et al., 2019). Within deontology, Kantianism argues that
actions must satisfy the categorical imperative of human
dignity, claiming that a person should be treated as an end
and never purely as a means to the end of others (Arnold
et al., 2019; McNaughton & Rawlings, 2006). Informed by
Kantian theory, Habermasian discourse ethics (Habermas,
1992) is a process oriented ethical perspective that empha-
sizes the participation of all affected parties in fair dialogues
to establish moral norms (Beschorner, 2006). Moral rights
theory is a current deontological ethical view, which grounds
ethical theory in an account of personal claims and enforce-
able duties that render other persons liable (Steiner, 2006),
which are not reducible to a theory of obligations or virtues
(Arnold et al., 2019).

Distinct from the previous ethics of conduct, virtue eth-
ics does not rely on a mechanical algorithm based on the
consequences or on the acts themselves for making the right
decision (Koehn, 1995). Based on an ethics of character,

virtue ethics views morality’s primary function to cultivate
virtuous characters with the disposition to do the right thing
for the right reason in an appropriate way (Annas, 2000).

Extending previous ethical reflections on SE, our study
focuses on ethics to understand persistent conceptual con-
troversies that still prevail in defining SE. In this paper,
we depart from previous normative viewpoints and take a
descriptive stance to portray how distinct ethical views relate
to different conceptions of SE.

Family Resemblance Versus Classical Conceptual
Structures

The family resemblance structure is an alternative to the
classical conceptualization approach and defines complex
concepts for which no single set of characteristics is com-
mon to all variants (Komatsu, 1992; Rosch & Mervis, 1975;
Wittgenstein, 1953):

“A family resemblance relationship consists of a set
of items of the form AB, BC, CD, DE. That is, each
item has at least one, and probably several, elements in
common with one or more other items, but no, or few,
elements are common to all items.” (Rosch & Mervis,
1975, p. 575)

The concept of ‘games’ and the common attributes in its
subsets board games, card -games, ball games, and Olympic
games represents an example of a complicated network of
similarities overlapping and crisscrossing among the subsets
(Podsakoff et al., 2016). Concepts holding a family resem-
blance structure are not bounded entities in which member-
ship is defined by an item or case possessing a simple set
of criterial features (Rosch & Mervis, 1975). Rather, cases
that share many attributes with other cases bear greater fam-
ily resemblance and are more ideally representative of the
concept than members sharing only a few attributes (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2016). Every attribute must be shared by more
than one case from the same conceptual space, and those
attributes shared by many cases are more central than others
shared by only a few cases (Komatsu, 1992; Podsakoff et al.,
2016). The explicit application of the family resemblance
structure has been scarce in the management literature (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2016), with a few notable exceptions, such as
practice theory (Nicolini & Monteiro, 2016) and ‘privacy’
(Solove, 2019).

There are important implications from assuming the fam-
ily resemblance as the underlying structure of a concept.
First, unlike classical concepts, family resemblance ones
accommodate members possessing different sets of attrib-
utes. The ‘or’ rather than the ‘and’ structural logic that
underlies the family resemblance structure (Podsakoff et al.,
2016) allows for membership arguments stressing differing
features, aggregating distinct perspectives on the concept
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under the same conceptual space without ignoring existing
variance (Yeung et al., 2012). Additionally, conceptual sub-
types in a classical structure capture variation by adding an
extra and non-essential attribute to the original concept. In
contrast, to form subtypes using a family resemblance struc-
ture, Barrenechea and Castillo (2019) propose a method of
grouping the existing attributes used in defining the concept
and recommend “turning to the subtypes to gain the differen-
tiation that is lost by the inherent nature of these structures”
(2019, p. 123). Finally, one of the defining features of the
family resemblance structure is attribute substitutability
(Podsakoff et al., 2016), which hampers causal homogeneity
that characterizes classical concepts (Barrenechea & Cas-
tillo, 2019), implying that antecedents and consequents may
not be the same across conceptual subtypes.

Following literature’s guidelines to develop good concep-
tual definitions, our study allows for the conceptual structure
to emerge from the data. In the next section, we describe the
research methods employed. Then, we present and discuss
our findings. Finally, we acknowledge the limitations of this
study and summarize our main contributions.

Methods
Overall Research Design

To answer our research questions—which attributes identify
SE, how are they organized, and how are they related to dis-
tinct ethical views >—we designed and guided our research
based on the stages for strong conceptual development rec-
ommended by Podsakoff et al.:

“(a) identify potential attributes of the concept by col-
lecting a representative set of definitions, (b) organ-
ize the potential attributes by theme and identify any
necessary and sufficient -- or shared ones—/emphasis
added], (c) develop a preliminary definition of the con-
cept, and (d) refine the conceptual definition.” (2016,
p. 169)

We started by collecting a representative sample of 209
definitions of SE because “in those cases where several
different conceptual definitions already exist (...) then con-
ducting a thorough review of the literature, identifying the
key attributes based on these definitions, and organizing
these attributes into meaningful conceptual themes before
developing their definition may be the most important activi-
ties.” (Podsakoff et al., 2016, p. 180). Then, we analyzed the
content of the definitions to identify the potential attributes
of SE, generating tentative categories or themes from ask-
ing the specific question “which themes do scholars use in
defining SE?” and refining them until we distilled 12 attrib-
utes. Next, we looked for patterns in how the themes were
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organized across different definitions. Finally, realizing that
SE definitions organized attributes in a variety of distinct
combinations, we reviewed the corresponding articles to
understand how divergent ethical stances relate with the
plethora of SE conceptualizations.

Data Collection

We collected our sample of definitions in three different
periods to ensure geographical and temporal representa-
tiveness. First, through snowball sampling and starting with
definitions identified by Santos’ (2012), we found Dacin
et al.’s (2010) list of 37 definitions and to Zahra et al.'s
(2009) list of 20 definitions, adding their own definitions.
In these works, we found two additional lists: Masseti’s
(2008) with 11 definitions and Weerawardena and Mort’s
(2006) with 20. This initial sample of 60 unique definitions
covered the period in which most conceptualization stud-
ies were published and contained highly cited definitions.
However, this list included definitions prior to 2012 and
was potentially biased toward American perspectives. To
circumvent these limitations, we considered two additional
sets of SE definitions. Alegre et al. (2017) systematically
reviewed 307 articles until April 2015, from which we added
94 non-overlapping definitions to our sample. Subsequently,
we conducted a systematic review of articles from 2015 to
September 2018 searching titles, abstracts and keywords for
the expressions social entrepreneurship, social enterprise,
and social entrepreneur. We included articles from top jour-
nals important to SE research selected by Short et al. (2009)
and those identified by Alegre et al. (2017), collecting 107
additional articles. Not surprisingly, most scholars in this
last period used earlier conceptualizations as working defi-
nitions. After adding 55 new definitions, our final sample
comprised 209 unique definitions of SE.

Data Analysis

Our data analysis evolved in three different stages, mostly
based on going through qualitative data to generate catego-
ries that would answer our research questions. To explain
the analysis conducted, we build on the analytical moves
identified by Grodal et al. (2021) because “researchers can
demonstrate rigor by detailing more precisely how they have
purposefully drawn on a broad and diverse set of moves to
engage with their data” (2021, p. 593).

In a first stage, we investigated both the 209 definitions
and respective articles to identify and distill the attributes
of the SE concept. We started analyzing the content of the
209 definitions by asking questions, the move in which
researchers draw on their existing categories to select and
approach data, with specific questions to which they would
like to answer (Grodal et al., 2021). The authors explain that
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asking questions is a core part of early discovery because it
enables the creation of initial categories for the problem at
hand. Specifically, we started looking for categories in our
sample by asking the question ‘which themes do scholars
use in defining SE?’.

From our sample of 209 definitions, we extracted 651
expressions by breaking up each definition in different
themes. For example, Bornstein’s (2004) definition was
separated in five different expressions that relate to differ-
ent themes: ‘a social entrepreneur,” ‘is a pathbreaker,” ‘with
a powerful new idea, who combines visionary and real world
problem solving creativity,” ‘who has a strong ethical fiber,’
and ‘and who is totally possessed by his or her vision for
change.” Being aware that not all information is equally
important in the categorization process (Grodal et al., 2021),
we were nevertheless careful to analyze and code all the
words as stated in each academic definition, because each
definition already synthesizes each scholars’ perspective on
the key attributes of the concept. As such, leaving out parts
of the text could lead to missing out less salient attributes.

Then, to reduce data, we merged categories by unit-
ing expressions to create superordinate categories (Grodal
etal., 2021), based on similarities and differences among the
expressions extracted. For example, we merged expressions
such as ‘with a powerful new idea, who combines visionary
and real world problem solving creativity’ with ‘new ways,’
‘pioneers of innovation,” ‘new programs, services, and solu-
tions’ into a superordinate category we labeled ‘innovative-
ness.” Through this merging process, we progressed from
lower to more complex categories, significantly reducing the
number of expressions to 15 tentative categories, of which
14 themes referred to potential attributes of SE and one cat-
egory related to the unit of analysis.

Next, to distill SE attributes from the tentative categories,
we read and analyzed the articles from which the definitions
were extracted to understand what academics mean in each
theme they draw on to define SE. Using NVivo to aid in the
qualitative analysis of the articles, we started coding them
not only using the tentative categories that emerged from
the previous step as the initial codes, but also adding new
categories to code data that could bring additional defini-
tional clarity to the SE concept. For example, we also coded
how academics define conceptual boundaries between SE
and related constructs, such as CSR, business or commercial
entrepreneurship, social activism, and traditional nonprofits.
The codes referring to tentative categories of attributes were
further expanded as different meanings were identified for
an initial category. For example, employing the qualitative
move splitting categories (Grodal et al., 2021), we separated
the ‘sustainability’ category into two different codes related
to ‘sustainability of the impact’ and ‘self-sustaining activi-
ties,” which was then merged with the code ‘commercial
activities.” Refinement of tentative categories also involved

relating and contrasting categories (Grodal et al., 2021).
For example, we identified that ‘innovativeness,” ‘proactive-
ness,” and ‘risk-taking’ were related to the ‘entrepreneurial
behavior’ category, as these categories are often mentioned
together in academic papers. We also related the category
‘commercial activity’ with ‘entrepreneurial behavior’ after
contrasting the distinct meanings of the latter category.
Based on the articles, we shed light on the different mean-
ings assigned to each attribute, highlighting conceptual
controversies. We identified these controversies either from
explicit references to different schools of thought (for exam-
ple, Choi and Majumdar (2014) explicitly identify different
schools of thought regarding SE attributes), or implicitly
from the existence of different academic perspectives on
a certain attribute (for example, the requirement of profit
reinvestment in Weerawardena and Mort (2006) conceptu-
alization paper versus profit distribution in Battilana et al’s
(2012) paper). We concluded this first analytical stage by
distilling, from the initial 14 themes, the 12 attributes that
exhaustively cover the definitions analyzed.

In the second stage, Podsakoff et al. (2016) suggest inves-
tigating how attributes are organized among definitions.
Using the initial 14 attribute-related themes, we saw them
as distinct building blocks that scholars pick and choose to
combine and provide their own definition of SE. We mapped
all combinations of themes by creating a table in excel, with
each definition in a row and each of the 14 themes in a col-
umn. For each row, themes were identified as present with
“1” and missing with “0.” After concatenating the results
of each row, we counted the frequency each combination
appeared in our sample of 209 definitions. Despite the diver-
sity of existing combinations, we analyzed the patterns of
attribute association to identify the prominent SE conceptual
subtypes. To that end, we counted the frequency of each
pair of attributes appeared simultaneously in SE definitions.
We also investigated how the 14 themes related to different
units of analysis. To that end, we classified and grouped the
different expressions referring to units of analysis in five
levels: individual, organization, process, context, and other.

In the final stage, Podsakoff et al. (2016) suggest refining
and providing a tentative definition for the concept. Build-
ing on previous research relating SE conceptualizations
and ethical stances, we propose refining the SE concept
through clarifying relationships with ethical views explic-
itly or implicitly stated in academic papers. To do so, we
went back to the analysis of the academic papers. Using the
three broad branches of normative ethical theory as tem-
plates, we reviewed the data previously coded in tentative
categories associated with SE attributes and re-coded them
according to ethical positions explicitly stated in the articles
associated with the choice of attributes and their meanings.
In this process, we split the three broad categories in more
specific ethical views. For example, we split the category
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‘consequentialism’ in ‘act utilitarian,” ‘rule utilitarian,” and
‘economism.” Whenever the explanation or relevance of an
attribute was not clear, we re-read the papers in search for
additional arguments that would identify the scholar’s posi-
tion. In the next section, we report the results of our analysis.

Results
Stage | - Identification of Attributes

The content analysis of the 209 definitions of SE is sum-
marized in Table 1. We identified 14 initial themes used

Table 1 Expressions and tentative categories from SE Definitions

in characterizing SE in academic definitions and an addi-
tional category related to the unit of analysis. For clar-
ity purposes, we grouped the 14 themes in three main
elements of the SE concept: the social element, which
includes social goals, transformational change, sustain-
ability of the impact, and virtuosity; the entrepreneurial
element, which relates to innovativeness, entrepreneurial
behavior, proactiveness, commercial activity, resource-
fulness, and willingness to take risk; and the managerial
element, which includes profit reinvestment, business-like
approach, scalability, and collective governance. Next, we
provide an account of what scholars understand of each of
these themes.

Expressions from SE definitions (representative examples)

Tentative categories/ themes Frequency Elements of the SE concept

(out of
209)
‘Address major problems,” ‘pursue social objective,” ‘pursuit of sub- Social goals 184 Social element
stantial and terminal values,” ‘social mission’
‘Progressive social transformations,” ‘catalyze social change,” ‘primary Transformational change 38

mission is the social change,” ‘mission to change society,” ‘transfor-
mational change’

‘Sustainable social transformation,” ‘seeks sustainable change,” ‘sustain
social value’

‘strong ethical fiber,” ‘courage and fortitude,” ‘virtuous behavior,” ‘have
social responsibility’

‘Earned-income strategies to pursue social objective,” ‘combining the
pursuit of financial objectives with substantive and terminal values,’
‘entity that pursues the double (or triple) bottom line,” ‘to sustain
themselves financially’

‘Innovative and systematic approaches,’” ‘innovative activity,” ‘innova-
tive solutions,” ‘new ideas,” ‘radical innovation,” ‘creativity,” ‘new
programs, services, and solutions’

‘Entrepreneurial quality,” ‘entrepreneurial behavior,” ‘entrepreneurial
strategies,” ‘entrepreneurial mindset, ‘entrepreneurial organizations’

‘Pursue opportunities °, ‘identifying an opportunity,’” ‘direct action,’
‘ability to recognize opportunities,” ‘proactiveness,” ‘recognize and
take advantage of opportunities’

‘Unusually resourceful (...) undaunted by scarce resources,” ‘without
being limited to the resources currently at hand’

‘Risk taking,” ‘accept an above average degree of risk,” ‘in the face of
risk’

‘Surpluses are principally reinvested,” ‘revenues beyond costs are
reinvested in the enterprise,” ‘reinvestment of surplus for commu-
nity benefit,” ‘profits generated are used for the benefit of a specific
disadvantaged group’

‘Orthodox businesses,” ‘the business model,” ‘more rigorous applica-
tion of known technologies or strategies,” ‘seeking business solu-
tions,” ‘applies business principles’

‘Spread ideas as far as they can,” ‘widespread impact,” ‘grow social
venture (...) expansion,” ‘large scale change’

‘Collective dynamics involving various types of stakeholders in their
governing bodies,” ‘collective actors,” ‘participatory nature’

‘Activity,” ‘people,’ ‘any person in any sector,” ‘enterprise,” ‘entrepre-
neur,” ‘process’

Sustainability of the impact 19

Virtuosity 9
Commercial (including self- 88 Entrepreneurial element
sustaining activities)

Innovativeness 76

Entrepreneurial behavior 55

Proactiveness 46

Resourcefulness 21

Willingness to take risk 9

Profit reinvestment 27 Managerial element
Business-like approach 19

Scalability 13

Collective governance 6

Unit of analysis Unit of analysis
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Themes Related to the Social Element

We identified four different themes that academics refer to
in defining the social element of SE. First, most scholars
agree that having a social mission (Dees, 1998; Seelos &
Mair, 2005), addressing social problems (Bornstein, 2004;
Mair & Marti, 2006; Waddock & Post, 1995), or creating
social value (Austin et al., 2006; Peredo & McLean, 2006)
is a key attribute of SE. Conceptions of SE often state that
the mission needs to be social, but do not spell out exactly
what a social mission is (Bruder, 2021). What constitutes
‘social goals’ is still controversial. Some scholars specify
social goals by normatively enumerating them (Fowler,
2000). Seelos and Mair (2005) propose the widely accepted
United Nations Millennium Development Goals as the
ultimate goal of SE. In the same vein, Kroeger and Weber
(2014) argue that the goal of social interventions is to create
positive changes in the life satisfaction of individuals disad-
vantaged in a specific life domain. Other academics define
social goals as opposed to economic ones, arguing that SE
creates social value while commercial entrepreneurship cre-
ates value for personal or shareholders’ wealth (Austin et al.,
2006; Mair & Marti, 2006). Drawing on economic theory,
Santos (2012) counterargues that a clear dichotomy between
social and economic value is complicated because economic
goals are inherently social, as they improve social welfare
through a better allocation of resources. In addition to the
lack of consensus defining what social goals are, scholars
also discuss the centrality of the social mission vis-a-vis
economic goals (Peredo & McLean, 2006) or other legiti-
mate aspects extraneous to profitability and mission success
(Bruder, 2021).

The second theme related to a social element that emerged
from our sample was ‘transformational change,’ cited in 38
definitions. Some SE definitions refer to the importance of
having a social objective (Harding, 2004) or social purpose
(Haugh, 2006) without explicitly referring the SE actor as a
change agent. In this view, any kind of social goal is suffi-
cient to identify SE phenomena and “[t]here is no exact way
of fixing the border below which the importance of social
goals fails to qualify something as social entrepreneurship”
(Peredo & McLean, 2006, p. 64). Other authors argue that
more than alleviating social needs, the social mission should
seek to change the status quo, achieving a new equilibrium
that will solve a social problem (Dees, 1998; Drayton, 2002;
Martin & Osberg, 2007), implying structural shifts that
transform behavior and promote systemic social change.

Thirdly, in defining SE, sustainability refers either to the
organization’s ability to self-finance its activities (Laspro-
gata & Cotten, 2003), a topic we address ahead together with
other entrepreneurial related themes, or to the sustainability
of social impact and the provision of lasting social benefits
(Santos, 2012). Regarding this latter meaning related to

social goals, the aim to provide lasting benefits is sometimes
seen as a distinctive feature of SE (Sharir & Lerner, 2006;
Werawardena & Mort, 2006). More than ‘a quick hit’, social
entrepreneurs are concerned with sustaining their impact by
creating lasting improvements (Dees, 1998), which requires
developing a solution that eventually eliminates the problem
permanently (Santos, 2012). In this sense, ‘sustainability of
the impact’ overlaps with the previous discussion on ‘trans-
formational change’ and is not an additional attribute of SE.

Finally, still related to the social element of SE, a few
scholars cite ‘virtuosity’ as an attribute of SE because it
focuses on solving social problems rather than pursuing a
profit or donating profits to a cause (Thompson, 2002). Oth-
ers argue that “there is considerable need to research further
the ethical context of social entrepreneurship and enterprise”
(Chell et al., 2016, p. 621). Santos posits that “social entre-
preneurs do not need to be defined as good or moral agents
that want to help others” but rather as “economic agents
who, due to their motivation to create value without concern
for the amount they capture will enter areas of activity where
the more severe market and government failures occur.”
(2012, p. 344). Opposing to this claim, Bruder (2021) states
that “(...) the prefix ‘social’ carries the normative valid-
ity claim of being good entrepreneurship” (2021, p. 500),
proposing that a utilitarian view of overemphasizing either
a social mission or economic goals may lead to unethical
practices.

Themes Related to the Entrepreneurial Element

The analysis of the 209 SE definitions also evidenced six
themes associated to an entrepreneurial element of the SE
concept. The manifestation of entrepreneurial qualities
(Drayton, 2002; Thompson, 2002), behaviors (Weerardena
& Mort, 2006), or strategies (Lasprogata & Cotten, 2003) is
a core theme defining SE. However, the meaning of entre-
preneurship varies among different people (Zahra & Wright,
2016). In a minimalist sense, it might refer to starting a busi-
ness based on commercial activity, or, in a popular sense,
borrowing business methods (Peredo & McLean, 2006), or
even from its French origin, accepting a challenging task,
which involves innovativeness, resourcefulness, proactive-
ness, and risk-taking (Dees, 1998). To avoid tautology and
confusion, we disaggregate the discussion on the ‘entre-
preneurial behavior’ theme in its specific meanings: first,
referring to entrepreneurship’s French origin, we examine
the themes related to ‘innovativeness,” ‘resourcefulness,’
‘proactiveness,” and ‘willingness to take risk.” Then, in line
with a minimalist sense, we debate the theme ‘commercial
activity’ and the concern with organizational self-sustaining
strategies. Finally, we discuss the popular interpretation of
entrepreneurship— ‘business-like approach’—in the next
section, together with other managerial related themes.
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Starting with ‘innovativeness,” scholars repeatedly use
terms such as new programs, new services, new solutions
(Korosec & Berman, 2006), new activities (Austin et al.,
20006), new ideas (Bornstein, 2004; Drayton, 2002), or new
combinations of resources (Mair & Marti, 2006) to char-
acterize SE. Innovativeness, or the quality of introducing
new ideas, reflects an important means by which new oppor-
tunities are pursued (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Zahra et al.,
2008). Innovativeness in SE does not necessarily mean cre-
ating a new product or service, and is often associated with
developing new models, approaches, methods of production,
strategies, and ways of organizing in order to increase effec-
tiveness and efficiency in tackling a social problem (Dees,
1998).

Akin to the ‘innovativeness’ theme, ‘resourcefulness’ is a
topic cited in 28 SE definitions. Unlike their business coun-
terparts, social entrepreneurs leverage whatever resources
available regardless of norms or conventions that usually
limit more traditional sectors (Dees, 1998; Seelos & Mair,
2005). Profit-seeking firms typically mobilize resources that
are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable, which
they seek to deny to competitors to obtain a competitive
advantage (Barney, 1991). Social entrepreneurs, in contrast,
often leverage abundant resources outside the organization’s
boundaries (Austin et al., 2006), using them collaboratively
with other players (Dacin et al., 2010).

Next, proactiveness means taking the initiative by antici-
pating and pursuing new opportunities (Lumpkin & Dess,
1996). Scholars often mention proactiveness as a core attrib-
ute of SE, referring to the direct action involved in pursuing
an opportunity (Bornstein, 2004; Peredo & McLean, 2006).
Earlier definitions viewed the social entrepreneur closer to
a social activist, playing “critical roles in bringing about
catalytic changes in the public sector agenda and in the per-
ception of certain social issues” (Waddock & Post, 1995,
p- 393). More recently, scholars argue that SE differs from
social activism as it requires the creation of an organiza-
tional context (Mair & Marti, 2006) and direct action in
solving a social problem (Martin & Osberg, 2007; Santos,
2012). An SE opportunity differs substantially from a com-
mercial opportunity because the former is more prevalent
and urgent, enables more accessibility and collaboration,
and might require especially innovative approaches (Zahra
et al., 2008).

Then, ‘willingness to take risk’ is a theme mentioned in
only nine SE definitions. Tan and colleagues (2005) explain
that willingness to take risk is a necessary but not sufficient
condition of any entrepreneur. However, other academics
note that, rather than ‘willingness,” social entrepreneurs
exhibit tolerance to risk and appear to adopt a highly cau-
tious approach in dealing with risk and, rather than ‘risk,’
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social entrepreneurs face ambiguous scenarios and prob-
abilities in which nascent markets and unknown structures
complicate the ability to predict revenue streams (Weera-
wardena & Mort, 2006).

Finally, cited in 41 percent of the SE definitions analyzed,
‘commercial activity’ is also an entrepreneurship related
theme. Viewing entrepreneurship as starting a business
with a commercial activity, some scholars argue that earned-
income strategies to self-sustain the organization’s activi-
ties and the simultaneous pursuit of social and economic
goals (Doherty et al., 2014; Hockerts, 2006) are fundamental
attributes of SE. Despite the increasing inclination in SE
toward structures that combine conflicting elements (Hota
et al., 2020), for other scholars, social enterprises, defined
as organizations “whose goal is to achieve a social mission
through commercial activities” (Pache & Santos, 2013, p.
972), are not the only type of organizations pursuing SE
goals. Dart (2004) suggests that requiring earned income
models is a matter of ideology, because “from a rational
perspective, social-sector innovations should all be equal
whether they receive government funds or earn income”
(2004, p. 420). Furthermore, SE is also commonly associ-
ated with innovative funding strategies as a means to extend
the organization’s resource base, which may include sources
of revenues other than commercial activities (Anderson &
Dees, 2006), namely “‘voluntary’ or in-kind contributions
and possibly donations and grant aid” (Chell, 2007, p. 13).

Themes Related to the Managerial Element

In addition to the previous social and entrepreneurial ele-
ments, typically associated with the concept of SE (Mair &
Marti, 2006; Peredo & McLean, 2006), we also identified
four themes related to a managerial element in the sample
of definitions analyzed: profit reinvestment, business-like
approach, scalability, and collective governance. We discuss
each of these themes below.

First, while some authors argue that profit or surplus rein-
vestment is important to ensure the legitimacy of SE (Hard-
ing, 2004), a theme cited in 27 definitions, others claim that
this is not always the case. Some social enterprises with
commercial activities can legitimately decide to make profits
(Zahra & Wright, 2016) and share them with their share-
holders as they may target private investment to ensure fund-
ing requirements that require profit sharing (Battilana et al.,
2012). Relaxing the requirement of profit reinvestment and
allowing for profit distribution in SE is also aligned with the
arguments that SE organizations can have diverse legal and
organizational forms, ranging from nonprofit to for-profit
organizations (Austin et al., 2006).
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Second, although most scholars agree that social and
business entrepreneurship differ from each other, some
observe that a ‘business-like approach,” or the employ-
ment of business principles (Dacin, et al., 2010) or meth-
ods (Peredo & McLean, 2006) such as strategy, structure,
norms, and values (Dart, 2004) may be common to both
types of entrepreneurship. The use of such professional
practices is also critical to ensure accountability to the
constituencies served and for the outcomes created because
the discipline of the markets in which social entrepreneurs
operate is often not closely aligned with their social mis-
sion (Dees, 1998; Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014; Molecke &
Pinkse, 2020).

Third, ‘scalability’ is an appealing attribute of SE to
some scholars because it enables reaching out to as many
beneficiaries as possible (Bornstein, 2004) and legitimiz-
ing SE through success stories (Nicholls, 2010). However,
other academics argue that in some cases, “growth may not
be the best approach to achieve the organization’s goals
or to have the greatest social impact” (Austin et al., 2006,
p- 7) and that “many initiatives stay small and local, mir-
roring the tendency of many micro- and small businesses
not to grow into medium-sized enterprises” (Thompson,
2002, p. 415).

Finally, we found the theme ‘collective governance’ in
only six definitions. Reputed scholars, such as Defourny
and Nyssens (2008), suggest that the “representation and
participation of users or customers, influence of vari-
ous stakeholders on decision-making, and a participative
management are often important characteristics of social
enterprises” (2008, p. 37). However, the same authors
also observe that “empirical research has shown that the
single-stakeholder character does not seem to jeopardize
the multiple-goal nature of social enterprises” (2008, p. 7),
suggesting that this attribute may not be a necessary one
in conceptualizing SE. Other scholars even fear that a sig-
nificant focus on stakeholders’ interests may contribute to
lose focus on the essential social goal of SE, claiming that
“it is often the case that the social entrepreneur becomes
increasingly focused on organizational interests as a means
to achieve social impact rather than on social impact itself”
(Austin et al., 2006, p. 16).

Discussion of Stage |—Identification of Attributes

In sum, we observe that 12 attributes exhaustively cover
the 209 definitions analyzed, excluding from the initial 14
themes the ‘entrepreneurial behavior’ and ‘sustainability of
the impact’ themes because they seem to conceptually over-
lap with the remaining 12. Using frequency as a proxy of
the centrality of each attribute and assuming that a central

attribute is mentioned in more than ten percent of the
total number of definitions, we found six central attributes
referred to in more than 21 definitions: ‘social goals’ (184
definitions), ‘commercial activity’ (88), ‘innovativeness’
(76), ‘proactiveness’ (46), ‘transformational change’ (38),
and ‘profit reinvestment’ (27). Previous studies mention as
limitations the tautology often involved in conceptualiz-
ing SE (Santos, 2012), the different meanings contained in
‘social’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ terms (Dees, 1998; Peredo
& McLean, 2006), and the controversy of the attributes
proposed (Choi & Majumdar, 2014; Saebi et al., 2019).
However, by systematically analyzing a comprehensive
sample of SE definitions, we provide a more precise pic-
ture of the exhaustive list of SE attributes and how central
each of them is in characterizing SE. The persistent contro-
versy related to many of the attributes identified points to
the contested nature of the SE concept (Choi & Majumdar,
2014). This contested nature complicates a straight-forward,
unbiased selection of attributes to conceptualize SE and
requires additional attention to understand how academics
organize them.

Stage ll—Organization of Attributes

In the second stage of good conceptual development,
Podsakoff et al. (2016) recommend identifying necessary
and sufficient attributes or shared characteristics across
subsets of cases. Definitions in our sample combined on
average three and up to six themes. We found 101 dif-
ferent combinations of themes in our sample. There is a
wide dispersion of definitions through the different com-
bination of attributes, without a specific set of attributes
standing out from the wide variety of combinations. The
most frequent combination, repeated in only 29 defini-
tions, included ‘social goals’ and ‘commercial activity’
attributes.

Emergent SE conceptual subtypes

We then analyzed the frequency with which pairs of SE
attributes appear together in SE definitions (Fig. 1).

The attributes ‘commercial activity’ and ‘innovativeness’
seldom appear together despite being frequently cited in SE
definitions, suggesting there are two different schools of
thought. Combinations between ‘commercial activity’ and
‘innovativeness’ with other attributes differ and present little
overlap. Among the plethora of existing attribute combi-
nations, it is possible to discern four emergent conceptual
subtypes, which do not however cover all the spectrum of
combinations (Fig. 1). Within the ‘commercial activity’
school of thought, the most representative subtype results
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Fig. 1 Relationship between
pairs of SE attributes and
prominent SE subtypes

Scalability 2

Business-like
approach

Willingness /-~~~ .
to take risk

Resourcefulness

from combining only that attribute with ‘social goals’ or
linking them both with ‘proactiveness.” Examples of SE
definitions within this first subtype are “[t]he process of
employing market-based methods to solve social problems”
(Grimes et al., 2013, p. 460) and “[t]he process of identify-
ing, evaluating, and exploiting the opportunities aiming at
social value creation by means of commercial, market-based
activities and of the use of a wide range of resources” (Bacq
& Janssen, 2011, p. 376). A second conceptual subtype also
based on ‘commercial activity’ results from requiring ‘profit
reinvestment’ as a key characteristic of SE. Conceptualiza-
tions within this subtype relate to Yunus’ (2010) definition
of social business, which is described as a self-sustaining
organization whose “owners never intend to make profits
for themselves” (Yunus, 2010, p. 310). In the same vein,
Hartigan (2006) defines SE as businesses in which “revenues
beyond costs are reinvested in the enterprise in order to fund
expansion” (2006, p. 45).

Considering the ‘innovativeness’ school of thought, the
variety of attribute combinations is wider and subtypes are
less clear-cut. Notwithstanding, it is possible to identify
a third prominent SE subtype combining ‘social goals,’
‘innovativeness,” and ‘proactiveness’ as key attributes of
SE, which eventually includes further attributes such as
‘resourcefulness,” ‘business-like approach,” and ‘scalabil-
ity.” Within this subtype, Austin et al. (2006) define SE
as an “innovative, social value creating activity that can
occur within or across the nonprofit, business, or govern-
ment sectors” (2006, p. 3). Adding ‘resourcefulness’ to the
previous combination, Mair and Marti (2006) define SE as
“a process involving the innovative use and combination of
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resources to pursue opportunities to catalyze social change
and/or address social needs” (2006, p. 37). A fourth, dis-
tinct subtype emerges within the ‘innovativeness’ school
of thought by requiring ‘transformational change’ as a key
attribute of SE. Drayton’s (2002) definition of a social
entrepreneur is an exemplar within this subtype: “What
defines a leading social entrepreneur? First, there is no
entrepreneur without a powerful, new, system change idea.
(...) There are four other necessary ingredients: creativ-
ity, widespread impact, entrepreneurial quality, and strong
ethical fiber” (2002, p. 123). Martin and Osberg (2007) and
Santos (2012) also provide definitions within this fourth
subtype.

Considering the units of analysis, we find that, in defini-
tions explicitly including terms related to the ‘commercial
activity’ theme, the most common unit of analysis refers to
the organization-level (65% of the cases) versus less com-
mon individual-level (15%) or process-level (10%) units
of analysis. However, in definitions referring to ‘innova-
tiveness,” academics tend to use individual-level (38%)
or process-level (31%) units of analysis rather than those
referring the level of the organization, mentioned in 14%
of the cases in this SE subtype.

Discussion of Stage Il—Organization of Attributes

The patterns observed are in line with evidence pre-
sented by Chliova et al. (2020), who argue that the SE
category has historically originated from two different
schools of thought based on either ‘commercial activity’
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or ‘innovativeness.” Our evidence shows that the com-
bination of attributes differs and presents little overlap
between the two main schools of thought. Based on the
vastness of existing attribute combinations found, con-
ceptualizing SE through a universally accepted set of
sufficient and necessary attributes is hardly possible.
Definitions based on a classical approach necessarily
leave out part of SE’s conceptualization diversity. From
the complicated network of similarities overlapping
and crisscrossing among different definitions of SE,
as in the example of ‘games’ provided by Wittgenstein
(1953), we suggest that the SE concept has an under-
lying family resemblance structure. Much of the con-
ceptual confusion that prevails in the SE field results
from interchangeably using the same SE term to label
each of the conceptual subtypes, promoting the fallacy
of erroneously assuming that two different things are the
same because they bear the same name. Scholars are thus
invited to clarify the SE definition in use and synthesize
conclusions within a specific SE subtype, rather than
amalgamating them under the overall umbrella of the
family resemblance concept.

Stage lll—Development and Refinement
of the Conceptual Definition

In the last stages of the concept development process, Podsa-
koff et al. (2016) suggest generating and refining a definition
that describes the general nature of the concept. In fam-
ily resemblance concepts, Barrenechea and Castillo (2019)
“recommend turning to the subtypes to gain the differentia-
tion that is lost by the inherent nature of these structures”
(2019, p. 123). Building on other scholars’ research who
noted normative implications underlying the definition of SE
(for example, Bruder, 2021; Ranville & Barros, 2021), we
investigated how distinct normative ethical positions relate
to different SE attributes (Table 2).

Noteworthy, we do not aim to oversimply the complexity
that characterizes the SE concept with this exercise. Our
aim in uncovering different ethical stances is rather to gain
understanding on the co-occurrence of specific attributes in
different SE conceptualizations.

Consequentialist Views

We found that a significant number of scholars normatively
identify SE by stressing the social consequences or outcomes
of entrepreneurial activities (e.g., Dacin et al., 2010; Dees,
1998; Leadbeater, 1997; Mair & Marti, 2006; Peredo &

McLean, 2006; Santos, 2012). Although most ethical stances
are implicitly stated, Peredo and McLean (2006), within a
consequentialist frame, clearly argue that “(...) the pursuit
of socially valuable outcomes is something worth identifying
and fostering, whereas probing the mysteries of motivation is
not only difficult but of little practical consequence” (2006,
p- 63, emphasis added). In more radical conceptualizations,
social goals are “an additional happy outcome” (Peredo &
McLean, 2006, p. 64) of entrepreneurial activities. As such,
several scholars ask if there is a difference between SE and
other forms of entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 2010) or if the
difference is a result of “(...) neglect[ing] to mention the
social outcomes and benefits of entrepreneurship — work,
employment, belongingness, community, friendship, self-
respect, social standing, and development of one’s capabil-
ity” (Chell, 2007, p. 17). Within consequentialism, we also
identified other stances that relate to more specific ethical
views.

Assuming an act utilitarian view, academics often stress
the relevance of maximizing value while minimizing harms
for society (e.g., Austin et al., 2006; Nicholls, 2010; Santos,
2012) and of resource efficiency requiring the understand-
ing of the competitive environment in which SE develops
(Lasprogata & Cotten, 2003; Leadbeater, 1997; Weera-
wardena & Mort, 2006). While both arguments relate to a
utilitarian stance, the centrality of social goals may differ.
On one hand, conceptualizations focusing on the maximi-
zation of social value tend to view social goals as a central
attribute in SE. On the other hand, from the point of view
of resource efficiency, some academics don’t see the social
element as necessarily central in SE, stating that “anyone
who claims “the cause is all” is wrong” (Thompson, 2002,
p- 427) and “(...) the social mission is not a sacred goal
as traditionally has been believed [but] must be under-
stood within the competitive environment within which
the organizations operate.” (Weerawerdena & Mort, 2006,
p. 30). To define SE, it is argued that ‘innovativeness’ or
‘resourcefulness’ are key attributes to rearrange resources in
a productive way (Lasprogata & Cotten, 2003; Leadbeater,
1997; Weerawardena & Mort, 2006), proposing that “cost
efficiency suggests that society could get far more innovative
social welfare, delivered at a lower cost” (Leadbeater, 1997,
p- 22). Through a utilitarian lens, holding a ‘business-like
approach’ is critical because “[s]trong leadership and good
management of socially entrepreneurial initiatives is impor-
tant. There is always an opportunity cost for the resources
being utilized. Achievement below that which could be
achieved is a lost opportunity, an unmet need.” (Thompson,
2002, p. 427). Furthermore, related with a utilitarian view,
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Table 2 (continued)

Managerial element attributes

Entrepreneurial element attributes

Social element attributes

Collective gov-

ernance

Business-like
approach

Scalability

Profit rein-

Resource-  Proactiveness ~ Willingness to  Commercial
take risk

fulness

Transforma- Virtousity Innovativeness

Social goals

Features

Ethical views

vestment

activities

tional change

Resolution of

Deliberative

Habermasian

organizational
tensions

democracy

and ethical
behavior

Social entre-

Focus on

Virtue ethics

preneur's

virtousity of

individual
character

virtuous

character

ensures ethi-
cal action

‘proactiveness’ often assumes that, rather than being moti-
vated by moral obligation, the agent pursues those activi-
ties with potential to create positive social and economic
outcomes because “(...) opportunity seeking behavior goes
hand in hand with the financial viability of the opportunity”
(Weerawardena & Mort, 2006, p. 31). Finally, ‘scalability’
might also be a relevant SE attribute to attain economies of
scale (Tracey & Jarvis, 2007) and further pursue resource
efficiency.

Regarding the type of good SE should pursue, we dis-
cerned two distinct stances. On one hand, a view more
related to hedonic wellbeing referring social goals as life
satisfaction domains (Kroeger & Weber, 2014), or quality
of life (Zahra & Wright, 2016). Following a Benthamian
tradition, some academics propose a formula to calculate
and compare the amount of social value created among dif-
ferent social interventions because “markets do not do a
good job of valuing social improvements, public goods and
harms, and benefits for people who cannot afford to pay”
(Dees, 1998, p. 3). On the other hand, some conceptual-
izations stress that SE should aim at the empowerment of
beneficiaries, defined as the “process of increasing the assets
and capabilities of individuals or groups to make purposive
choices and to transform those choices into desired actions
and outcomes” (Santos, 2012, p. 346). This understand-
ing seems closer to the concept of eudemonic wellbeing,
which corresponds to the degree to which a person is fully
functioning and feels alive, thriving and authentic (Stephan,
2018). In this vein, academics stress the ‘transformational
change’ attribute of the social element that targets the “(...)
underserved, neglected, or highly disadvantaged population
that lacks the financial means or political clout to achieve
the transformative benefit on its own” (Martin & Osberg,
2007, p. 35). In this light, ‘innovativeness’ plays a key role
in finding new solutions for current social problems (Dees,
1998; Drayton, 2002; Mair & Marti, 2006; Martin & Osberg,
2007).

Academics defending an economistic stance note that
social goals may be viewed as “the means by which
profitability is achieved” (Peredo & McLean, 2006, p.
64). Scholars acknowledge that “(...) previous contri-
butions suggest both the importance and uniqueness
of combining social and economic missions” (Stevens
et al, 2015, p. 1052) and that social entrepreneurial
opportunities “(...) may emerge from a reframing,
which encourages seeing people in need as clients
instead of beneficiaries” (Dorado, 2006, p. 331). In this
frame of thought, ‘commercial activity’ is a required
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attribute of SE. Some academics go beyond the need
to ensure commercial activities to fund social goals,
echoing economic rationality arguments of self-interest
and profit seeking as legitimate aims of SE (Gruber &
MacMillan, 2017; Zahra & Wright, 2016). Although
few authors explicitly mention the attribute ‘willingness
to take risk,” creating economic value implies taking
risks under an economistic view (Peredo & McLean,
2006; Tan et al., 2005).

Finally, denoting a rule utilitarian stance, in which
moral behavior requires adopting rules based on the
consequences they may have, some scholars include
‘commercial activity’ and ‘profit reinvestment’ as
attributes of SE. Commercial activities and markets
are needed to ensure resource efficiency and legiti-
mate surpluses. However, unlimited profit distribu-
tion is sometimes viewed as a cause of mission drift
(Dorado, 2006) and the condition to reinvest surpluses
is critical as it “reverses the profit maximization
principle by benefit maximization principle” (Yunus,
2006, p. 3).

Deontological Views

When conceptualizing SE, a group of academics tends to
emphasize the morality of the actions under a series of rules,
rather than defining SE based on its consequences as in pre-
viously described views. We found different deontological
ethical stances focusing on motivations that seem to underly
the choice of specific attributes of SE.

First, several scholars refer to helping people in need as
the motivation for SE (e.g., Hartigan, 2006; Santos, 2012),
which seems to relate to Kant’s imperfect duty of benefi-
cence (Hill, 1971). However, some of such definitions also
seem to add a utilitarian twist, explaining that, to be pursued,
actions must create a positive net value. Assuming a clearer
deontological stance, other academics seem to implicitly
hold a Kantian view in conceptualizations that refer to moral
obligations to attend to social goals as the motivation for
entrepreneurial action (Hockerts, 2017; Mair & Marti, 2009;
Mair & Noboa, 2006). In this light, ‘proactiveness’ can be
understood as the direct action motivated by moral obliga-
tion, rather than the pursuit of opportunities with value cre-
ating outcomes.

Second, SE conceptualizations that normatively require
a ‘collective governance’ attribute may relate to a Haber-
masian discourse ethics. Several scholars argue that assum-
ing a collective governance structure contributes to manage

@ Springer

tensions among different stakeholders (Bacq & Janssen,
2011; Defourny & Nyssens, 2008) and ensure an ethical
conduct through transparency (Bruder, 2021).

Finally, evidencing a rights-based ethical stance, some
academics view the social element as claims of individu-
als to the State or other supra entity, explicitly and norma-
tively enumerating legitimate social goals as a set of specific
human rights. For example, Seelos and Mair (2005) propose
that the scope of the social element is defined by the MDGs
and argue that “[u]nless we set boundaries to the scope of
SE, it may be impossible to define the unique characteristics
that differentiate it from traditional or business entrepreneur-
ship” (2005, p. 244).

Virtue Ethics

The number of scholars that explicitly refer to the virtuous
character of the social entrepreneur as a requirement to iden-
tify SE is scarce and refers to earlier articles in the literature.
Martin and Osberg (2007) speak of courage and fortitude as
fundamental attributes of the social entrepreneur. Perhaps
more explicitly, Drayton (2002) claims that social entrepre-
neurs must hold an ethical fiber and be a “(...) good person
you instinctively know you can trust” because “(...) social
change usually requires those affected to make several leaps
of faith—which they won't do if they intuitively do not trust
the champion of the proposed change” (Drayton, 2002, p.
124).

Discussion of Stage lll—Development and Refinement
of the Conceptual Definition

Most SE conceptualizations relate to a consequentialist
paradigm and are seldom associated with deontological
or virtue ethics. Indeed, most definitions within the two
main schools of thought—based either on ‘innovative-
ness’ or ‘commercial activity’— relate to utilitarian views,
identifying SE phenomena through the social and/ or eco-
nomic outcomes produced, in line with Bruder’s (2021)
argument. However, our data show noteworthy differences
among ethical stances related to attributes (the columns
in Table 2). Additionally, there is a revealing overlap
between the different ethical stances (the rows in Table 2)
and specific combinations of attributes described in the
four previously identified SE subtypes.

The first subtype, combining ‘social goals’ and ‘com-
mercial activity’ and representing the most common
combination of attributes, is often associated with an
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economistic stance, assuming the use of competitive
markets as a mechanism that ensures ethical behavior. In
‘market-based’ conceptualizations, economic profits are a
positive result of value creation and thus ethically accept-
able if not desirable. Second, the ‘social business’ sub-
type includes ‘profit reinvestment’ in addition to ‘social
goals’ and ‘commercial activity’ as key components of
SE. Relating with a rule utilitarian view, such definitions
require the condition of reinvesting legitimate surpluses
to differentiate SE from commercial entrepreneurship and
ensuring businesses focus on maximizing social bene-
fits rather than personal wealth. The third SE subtype is
typically associated with a hedonic act utilitarian view
and includes conceptualizations focused on maximizing
social value creation, rather than on economic value crea-
tion or capture. This subtype, labeled ‘efficiency-driven’
SE, requires ‘innovativeness,” ‘scalability,” and a ‘busi-
ness-like approach’ as important ingredients to achieve
resource efficiency and optimal productivity. Fourth,
SE definitions that combine ‘social goals,” ‘innovative-
ness,” and ‘transformational change’ also place a central
role on the attribute ‘social goals.” However, social goals
are here understood as beneficiaries’ empowerment and
avoidance of their dependence, which relates closer to
eudemonic wellbeing. Finally, both virtue ethics and
deontological views are less popular stances found in SE
conceptualizations.

While uncovering these ethical stances provides a fruitful
ground in understanding different combinations of attributes,
it is hardly expected they are reconcilable. The prevalence
of distinct and irreconcilable normative views defining SE is
an argument against the applicability of a classical structure
to SE and supports the family resemblance structure of the
SE concept.

Contributions, Conclusion, and Limitations

At an academic level, our work contributes to both SE and ethics
literatures. Regarding the SE literature, we propose SE follows
a family resemblance conceptual structure (Rosch & Mervis,
1975; Wittgenstein, 1953), a less common and often overlooked
conceptual structure in the management field (Podsakoff et al.,
2016). The improbable reconciliation of prevailing SE concep-
tualizations, previously acknowledged as a contested concept
(Choi & Majumdar, 2014) driven by different worldviews (Leh-
ner & Kansikas, 2013), is a strong argument against the use of a

classical conceptual structure that defines SE as a universal set
of necessary and sufficient attributes (Bacq & Janssen, 2011;
Peredo & McLean, 2006; Santos, 2012).

The family resemblance structure is inclusive of the
various perspectives of SE by uncovering how different
attributes are combined into prominent SE subtypes and
thus allowing the systematization of its scattered under-
standings. Our study identifies twelve attributes that
comprehensively characterize the SE family resemblance
concept and relate them with four emergent SE subtypes
by systematically analyzing the content of 209 academic
definitions, setting a sound path for operationalizing the
SE concept and developing rigorous measurement instru-
ments. We build on previous studies that suggested clus-
ters of concepts to advance research in SE (Alegre et al.,
2017; Choi & Majumdar, 2014). However, the attributes
identified are characteristics of SE with clearer bounda-
ries and less problematic overlaps. Furthermore, our
study also described more nuanced meanings of attributes
among distinct conceptualizations.

These findings caution researchers regarding a potential
causal heterogeneity among SE subtypes. Although col-
lectively part of the same conceptual space, SE subtypes
may not be substitutable for causal purposes. For example,
organizational tensions are potentially significant in the pro-
cess of creating an organization that simultaneously pur-
sues social and economic goals, but probably less impor-
tant in other entrepreneurial processes that do not resort to
commercial activities to fund operations. Likewise, social
innovation is an expected outcome of innovative SE activi-
ties that promote the creation of new approaches to tackle
intractable social goals but is not an obvious consequence
of organizations that fund their social goals through com-
mercial activities.

The family resemblance structure untangles the fallacy
that results from using the same SE term to label different
combinations of attributes. Much confusion in the SE field is
a consequence of erroneously assuming that different things
are the same because they share the SE label. Additionally,
assuming a family resemblance structure accommodates the
variety of existing SE definitions without oversimplifying it
in only a few more popular subtypes based on, for example,
commercial activities. Rather, this structure accommodates
less common and potentially marginalized definitions, such
as those based on virtuosity or collective governance.

This study also contributes to the ethics literature, spe-
cifically to the ongoing debate on how different normative
ethical positions relate to distinct conceptualizations of

@ Springer
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SE. Previous studies in this field, under a consequentialist
lens, argue that a social mission can only be attested by
looking at the practical outcomes of interventions and dis-
cuss ethical decision-making under the influence of soci-
etal power relations (Bhatt, 2022; Dey & Steyaert, 2016).
Defending a deontological stance, Bruder (2021) con-
cludes that SE should be normatively grounded on delib-
erative democracy practices that can legitimately qualify
as social beyond a mission-centric maximization principle.
In our study, however, by adopting a descriptive stance, we
uncover a diverse set of ethical views related to the selec-
tion of different attributes to define SE. We conclude that
when considered as a family resemblance concept, SE is
not bounded to a unique ethical reasoning but to several.
Our findings indicate that academics predominantly use
consequentialist ethical views in defining SE, specifically
relying on act utilitarian and economistic stances. Deon-
tological and virtue ethics are less frequently reflected in
SE definitions. Yet, departing from previous studies (e.g.,
Peredo & McLean, 2006; Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Bruder,
2021), we refrain from normatively concluding which SE
conceptualization and respective ethical stance should pre-
vail. Rather, we assume that different ethical views provide
legitimacy to distinct SE definitions and avoid arguments
for the superiority of a specific conceptualization.

This inclusive understanding of SE has important impli-
cations to the study of its ethics. By incorporating different
ethical views, predominant and less so, researchers can
bring to the table several important ethical aspects of SE,
adding to the ethical discussion about the consequences
of SE, its motivations, and the virtuosity of social entre-
preneurs. For example, future research could study SE’s
social mission, a prominent attribute across SE conceptu-
alizations by considering consequentialist or deontological

@ Springer

ethical claims. Related to the former, scholars may study
how SE maximizes the good and minimizes harm to soci-
ety, is a source of hedonic and/or eudemonic wellbeing or
creates social value while maximizing resource efficiency.
On the other hand, considering SE and its mission through
the deontological ethical lenses, future studies may illu-
minate motivations emerging from attending to human
dignity as a moral obligation, or respecting human rights
when addressing personal claims upon society. Assum-
ing a deontological perspective, scholars may also inves-
tigate how deliberative democracy contributes to solving
stakeholders’ tensions and promoting ethical behavior.
This study offers academics and practitioners a valuable
map of the breadth of existing ethical views underlying
the concept of SE.

We acknowledge two noteworthy limitations in our study.
First, the attributes identified reflect the conceptualizations
present in a sample of academic definitions. Despite the
vastness of definitions collected and analyzed, other attrib-
utes may exist in SE definitions not included in our sam-
ple. Second, the nature of a family resemblance concept is
inherently complex, and we do not aim to oversimplify it by
directly associating the choice of each attribute or combina-
tion of attributes with a unique ethical stance. In addition,
distinct ethical stances not referred to, as, for example, the
ethics of care, may provide fruitful ground to understand the
SE conceptualizations and are potentially worth exploring
in future research.

Appendix

See Table 3.



627

Social Entrepreneurship as a Family Resemblance Concept with Distinct Ethical Views

(82 "d) . diysmouardonua

[e100S pUE UOTJEAOUUT [BIO0S JO
sarpnys 1njnj 1oy yoeoidde  uon
-BAOUUL JO SWQ)SAS,, & Sunsodudrs
“JIomourely [ednATeue ue ojur
0183531 JO Sp[oy pastadsip Aprow

-I0J 9ZISayjuAs sioyne oy (*°°),,

(8¢ "d)

. UOTJEAOUUT PUE S[BIPT AJIUNWWOd
‘s[e03 [eIouRULY PUB [BIJ0S JO UOT)
-BUIqUIOD 9} UO PaIduad Afrewrid
s1 31 pue diysinouardonua [e1oos
uLI9) 9Y) JO SUIUBIW puUL UONIUYP
o) U0 A)IuUNUIWIOd JTWApPedL 9y}
UIYIIM SNSUSSUOd peardsapim

1STXd “)08J Ul ‘Sop a1 (*°),,

(¢9¢ “d) /(") 1doouoo 133O © se
diysinouaxdenua [B100S Jo uornezife
-mdaouod oy} sesodoid [pue] (***)
1daou0o paseruond AJ[eruassa ue se
popre3ar oq ued diysaauaidonus

[B100S Y2y} SMOYS d[onIe sy (),

(88€

*d) . A)1AT)o® [RIOIOWIWOD AY) Aq
paonpur sjuawarmbar joxTeWw Yy
pUE S9AT}O9[qO TBIO0S 9} UoamIaq
SUOISU9) 9SAY) JeNSN[[I ISeI Je

PINOYS SUONIUYAP [[& ‘QI0JOISYL,,

(96 'd) .. 'se0Imosar a[qe[reAe ur
suonejw] 3dedoe 0y Sururoap ()
pue ysu1 3une1dfo) () ‘uoneaouur

Surkodwa (¢) ‘enyea s1y) 9jeaId

03 sanrunyzoddo Sunrojdxe pue

Su1z1u30921 () JO UOHRUIqUOD
Qwos y3noxy) [eod yeyy ansind

pUE ‘pUIY SWIOS JO IN[BA [BIO0S
91eaI0 0] Aem Juaurwold swos ur 10
AToa1snyoxa 19310 wire (1) suosiad
10 uosIad QWOoS 2IYM PISIDINXD

st drysmauaixdonua Teroos (),

(621

*d) , Juowdoeasp onewlsAs

pue pareys Jay) pue s)doouod

10q 212POWIIOIIL 0) YINoud

J[QIX9[ JIOMIWIEI [EOTII0)

jsnqoi e premioy 3umnd Aq
yoreasa ur ded oy ssarppe (*°°),

(8% *d) ,,-diysinouardonua [e1o0s

JO sIe[oyos SurisIxe pue mau Ioj

uorneuaLIo ue opraoid o) 1opIo ur

‘aIe saroyds [euonIUYIp JOUnSIP
) yeym jo dewr e 9yea1o (),

(¢9¢ *d) ,'yoreasar

minj onrjew)sAs jo yuawdo[oasp

Yy 9oueApe 03 d[oy ueod yorym

UOTEpUNOJ [EUONIUYP € opraoid

0} 1doou0o 19)sn[o, Y} JO BIPI
ay) ySnoay ‘sueow & 9sodoxd (**°),

(yLg ")

. 's10adse onjeway) pue [eorydeId

-093 uo paseq ‘uoneZIUE3IO

drysinauardonus Teroos ay) pue

diysanouardenus [eroos ‘mouaxd

-0IUQ [RID0S AU} AUYIP 0) MOY
Surpredar suontsodoxd ayewr (*°°),

(96 -d) ,1dsouod

o ur syuwope  driysanoauaid

-onua,, AY) pue  JRIJ0S,, AY) 10q

SuLIOPISUOD ‘@SN UOWWOD ST Ul

dmysiouardenus [e100s,, Jo uon

-BUIWIBXD ONAYIUAS PUB [BINLID
‘TeonATeue ue [s]oyeiropun (*°°),

3

MITAY
onewolsAS v :drysiouardonug
[E100S pUE UOTIBAOUU] [BIO0S

drysaoau
-axdonug [e100g Jo suonuyaq
oy Surddepy :soey) paziuesiQ

[OIBISaI 2IN)NJ O1LW)
-s£s 10J onuoae mou e SuruadQ
:3doou0o paIsaIu0d A[[enuasse

ue se drysmauardonua [eroog

BLIIIO O1jeway) pue [eoryders

-0a3 uo paseq sonssI [euoNIUYOp

Jo ma1Ad1 y :diysanouardonua
Tero0s Jo sooey ordnnur ayJ,

1doouo0d oy Jo maraax
reonin v :digsmouaidonua [e100s

Juw
-oSeueq uoneziuesiQ 29 dnoio

sowef pue ‘uesay.Q
‘ueIp-eqoyD 997 ‘sdiqud  $10T

s1doouoo Arepunoq Y sdrgsuone[ar pue sisATeue Jo [9A9[ 9y} Suriofdxyg

drysmouardenuy e100§ jo reurnop

Surimua sseursng jo [euInof

juowdoarag
reuor3oay pue diysinouardenuyg

ssoursng plIOA\ JO [euInof

JUSQRITIA
-[eSaqIag pue ‘oNUQ[STY ‘@I39[V L10T

Tepumnfley pue 104)  $10¢

uassue( pue boeg 170C

UBYTOIN PUB Opa1dd 900T
jdoouoo oy Sutuge(g

UOISN[OU0D UTRJA

MQIIADI ) JO WY

apn SNy

[euInog

sioyIny  Ieox

diysinouaidonua [B100s UO SMIIAI SNOIAAI] € d|qel

pringer

a's



F. Lancastre et al.

628

(Lg "d) . orerado simouard
-anua Jo sadA) paysi[qeiss yorgm
ur 1x93u0d e se drysinouardonuo
[B100S UO YOoIeasal Joy)Iny Wwolj
1SOW 1JoUaq O} pUR)S SISYOILISAI
‘drysinauardonus jo odA) Jounsip e
JOu SI J1 S[IYM JBY) 9pn[ouod am (**°),,
(81 "d) . serrepunoq
pUE JUSUOD [BI1}2I0AY) pauyapun
pue AoewnIS9[ JONISUOD JO or[
se yons ‘yoreasar diysinouaidonua
pue juowageuew J1391enSs AT
0) UOWIWIOD SANSST WIOLJ SIQPNS
J1 ‘WBANS YOIBISAI JUADSBU B SV,
(01°d)
.seuoay drysinouaidonus pue
juowaSeurw JUNSIXS UT papunois
9Qq P[NOYS YoIeasal ‘Surpue)siopun
pue oSpojmouy doueape o, *(***)
suonTuyap 9[qeidesoe A[fesioarun
pue pIepuels jo yoe[ ay) Aq
paropury st 3 oy ur diysinou
-o1donus [B100S UI YoIeasax (**+),,

(68 'd) ‘Sumos [eAsmnu J1o1[dXa
ue UI Jou (4) Inq SISA[BUE JO S[OAJ]
JUSISJJIP 1B PIZIUNNIOS U] SBY
(¢) yorym ‘vouswouayd a3eisnnu
PpuUR [SAS[I[NW © 0) SAJR[I (7) 18y}
1daou0d paIseIuod pue Ied[oun ue
[1Ds StHS (1) 1ot 9pnjouod am (),
(LL9 )
M1 Jo jutod Juswdooaap [e1oos
& woij diysiauardonus [e100s € Jo
SJUQWIS[Q PUB SUOISUIWIIP UIIMIA]
Ju1| Ay 91e3NSAAUL 0) SUI[[IM SIO
-[o183sa1 pue sisijeroads 0) 9oue
-pin3 19jjo Aew JBY) JIOMIUWET)
yoreasar e asodoid sioyine ayJ,,,

(Lg D) prey

9} UT YOIBasaI 91NN IO SonIu
-ny10ddo 91810 sonuIAE Jeym pue

diysimauaidonua [eroos

jnoqe anbrun st jeym Suryse ‘o)
-e19)1] diysainauardonus [e1oos ay)
JO 9JB)S JUALIND Y} durwexd (**°),,

(791 *d) . diysanouardenua
213918138 JO Py 9y} 0) 1SAINUI
Jo soway [1ey] 1s33ns ()
sorrepunoq [emydoduod sir sore
-ourop Jey) [opow & 9sodoid pue
yoressar diysimouardonus [e1oos
Sunsrxe anbnro pue moraar (1),

(1 -d) . digsimou

-o1danua [e100S Jo AZpa[moury
1o uadasp pue usyISuans pinom
[Ty JO OB Soway) JYS1o ojur

epuage yoseasar diysinouardonua
[e100s 9y} sastI0geyed 1oded sy,

(1L -d), uouswouayd
9e)snnNu ‘[AAS[I[NW B SB
[oIeasal g 10J epuaSe yoreasar
B QUI[INO O} pue SISATRUE JO
[9AQ] yorD Je YoIeasal g Jue)xd

AINjonys pue dzuewwns (),

(LL9 "d) ,diys

-12ua1donus [e1o0s JO SIQALIP
pue sjoadse snoLiea oy} Juowre
drysuorne[a11ajur oY) [BaAI 0}
PpojewnIS9[ pue pajeIauag Aesr

-wopeoe A[snoraaid a3pajmouy] jo
uoneznewsAs ayy sjowoxd (1),

q10y woly

PIeMIOJ AOW oM

MOy pue AJ03Y) MU B PIU J,UOP
am Aypy :diysiouardonus [eroog

soAn
-0ads1oq yuswageury Jo Awopeoy

sonunyzoddo aryng
pue suonnqrnuod ised :diys

-mouaidonuy [eroog ur yoressay [eutnof diysinouaidonuy o13orens

drysimouaxd

-91u? [B100S 10J BPUSE YOIedsal ostdidyuy [e100g jo euInof

SOSTWIOI]
Q1IN pue SJUSWAASIYOY ISed

yoreasay diysiosuardonuy [eroog juowaSeURIA JO [RUINOf

drysanouardonuo
[B100S JOJ JIOMIWEL] YOTeaSAY

{MOU WOIJ 0F oM Op AIYA uononpoId Idues[)) Jo [euInof

JTedJRIAl pue ‘uroe( ‘uroeq (10T

urydwn pue ‘SSO ‘HOUS 6002

H ‘YsneH $00¢
PIoY OTwopeoe 9y} SULIonng

19pUI'] PUE ‘S50, ‘1998S  610T

BA[IS
pue ‘TuIyS-ouswo(] ‘djeIes ‘OYor]N  810T

UOISN[OU0D UTRJA

MQIIADI ) JO WY

N ANy [euInog

sioyIny  Ieox

(ponunuoo) ¢ 3jqey

pringer

Qs



629

Social Entrepreneurship as a Family Resemblance Concept with Distinct Ethical Views

(172 *d) . yoreasar ammny 10y
SOWIAY) YoIeasar parofdxoun owos
SISIXQ 219y} pue ‘paqoid Aayord

-W0d Ud2q J0U sey pray oyl (**°),,

(6591 “d) . s1oyine drysinouaxd
-21JUD [e100S PaJId Jsowr pue dyrjoxd
JSOW Q) PUE ‘MIIADI QINJRINI] JO]
Seuanof JueAS[aI Jsow Y) ‘Tedk 0)
Ieak woiy suoneorqnd jo raquinu
QY UI pudI) Y} ‘YoILasal yons Jo

uoneosrqnd jo a3en3uey oy ("),

(L1¥ "d) Aqrerousd 210w
suorjezruesIo prIqAy pue gs Iof
juowdo[arap K109y} 10§ SUOTIOIIP
[oIeasal armng 1sa33ns sioyine oy}
juowaSeurW HS UO SOIFO] [eUoTn)
-mynsul SurlOIJUOd pue UOISSTW

Tenp jo douanyur oy} Surutwexs Ag,,

(86T "d) . 'SOATOSWIAY) SISYDILISAT
Y} JO SMATAP[IOM AdBO0APE Aq

P9J U1JO ST HS UT YOIeasal Jey])
PUE ‘S[ENPIAIPUT IO SAINJONI)S
PAYOBIOP JOYIIS UO 100§ Y} SPUIS
-UB) YOIeasal S [BUTWS JBy)
‘swiStpered  SISUOIBISAI UT SIQJJIP
S 18y} sasayjodAy oY) 03 20UIPIAD
[eonsness spuy Apms oy (77,

(017 "d)  soway
yoreasar rendod ssof pue rendod

oy SuIkJnuapI S[IyM SoWAY}-gns
pue saway) .HO._.QE 10Ny ),

(1591 *d) ;uoud

-wouayd s1y) SurApms uoym

JINSUOD 0} sIoyne pue sjeutnof

yorym mouy A3y Jey) 0S [oIeasax

diysanouardenua [e100S Ur Mau
QI8 OUYM SIQUYOIBISAI JUSLIO (*°°),,

(81 "d) ;so1
-3o1 Sunorguos oFeuew pue 0}

puodsar sgg moy ure[dxa 03 y1om
-owrely [eore1oay) & apraoxd (1),

(661 'd) . (6L61) U310y pue
[e1ng Aq yromowrerj-wrdipered

91} JO IX9JU0D A} UI S UO

QINJRINI] A[TB[OYDS Y} 9)eN[BAd

0] JNO 313S SIOYINE AY) ‘SJOWI]

onews3ipered Jo UONONISUOD
oy ojur JyJisur ures (),

epuade
(OIeasal 1NNy pue MIIA
yoreasar diysinouaidonus [eroog

diysanouardonuo
[e1908 JO SISA[euR SLIOWOIQIq

epuade
OIe3SI PUB MIIAI Y/ (SUONEZ
-1ue310 pLIGAY se sasLdIgue [e100S

MOTAQI 9INJBIAI] OTRUI)SAS
v :yoreasar diysinouardonua

[oIeasay ssaulsng Jo [euInof [emstef pue “Ined ‘ueyney) ‘eydnn 070z

sonbIejp-soroe[eq

[OIeasay ssaursng Jo [euInof pue ‘oueLIOS-011qry ‘BIBN-AY  9T0T

SMITAJY U

-o8eueA JO [RUINO[ [RUOTIRUIIUT uoAT pue ‘ySney ‘Aireyod +10¢

Teroos jo smyeys onewSipered-a1rd  drysinouaidenuy [e100§ Jo feuInof

SeyIsuey| pue Puye ] ¢10T

UOISN[OU0D UTRJA

MQIIADI ) JO WY

apn SNy

[euInog

sioyIny  Ieox

(ponunuoo) ¢ 3jqey

pringer

a's



630

F. Lancastre et al.

Acknowledgements This work was funded by Fundagéo para a Ciéncia
e Tecnologia (UID/ECO/00124/2013 and Social Sciences DataLab,
Project 22209), by POR Lisboa (LISBOA-01-0145-FEDER-007722
and Social Sciences DatalLab, Project 22209) and POR Norte (Social
Sciences DatalLab, Project 22209). Doctoral Grant from Fundacao para
a Ciéncia e Tecnologia to the first author (SFRH/BD/109916/2015). We
would like to thank the authors of the paper ‘Organized chaos: mapping
the definitions of social entrepreneurship,” particularly Inés Alegre,
for providing their list of social entrepreneurship definitions. Finally,
we wish to thank all scholars who provided very relevant comments
to this article, namely Johanna Mair, Miguel Pina e Cunha, George
Balabanis, and Stewart Clegg, and the anonymous reviewers of the
Journal of Business Ethics.

Funding Open access funding provided by FCTIFCCN (b-on).
Fundagio para a Ciéncia e a Tecnologia, SFRH/BD/109916/2015, Fil-
ipa Lancastre, UID/EC0O/00124/2013, CARMEN LAGES, Social Sci-
ences Datal.ab, CARMEN LAGES, Project 22209, CARMEN LAGES,
LISBOA-01-0145-FEDER-007722, CARMEN LAGES,Social Sci-
ences DatalLab, CARMEN LAGES, Project 22209, CARMEN LAGES.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a
copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Alegre, 1., Kislenko, S., & Berbegal-Mirabent, J. (2017). Organized
chaos: Mapping the definitions of social entrepreneurship. Journal
of Social Entrepreneurship, 8, 248-264.

Anderson, B. B., & Dees, J. G. (2006). Rhetoric, reality and research:
Building a solid foundation. In A. Nicholls (Ed.), Social entrepre-
neurship: New models of sustainable social change (pp. 144-168).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Annas, J. (2006). Virtue ethics. In D. Copp (Ed.), The Oxford handbook
of ethical theory (pp. 515-536). Oxford University Press.

Arnold, D. G., Beauchamp, T. L., & Bowie, N. E. (2019). Ethical
Theory and business (10th ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Austin, J., Stevenson, H., & Wei-Skillern, J. (2006). Social and com-
mercial entrepreneurship: Same, different or both? Entrepreneur-
ship: Theory & Practice, 30, 1-22.

Bacq, S., & Janssen, F. (2011). The multiple faces of social entrepre-
neurship: A review of definitional issues based on geographical
and thematic criteria. Entrepreneurship and Regional Develop-
ment, 23, 373-403.

Barney, J. B. (1991). Firm resources and competitive advantage. Jour-
nal of Management, 17(1), 99-120.

Barrenechea, R., & Castillo, I. (2019). The many roads to Rome:
Family resemblance concepts in the social sciences. Quality and
Quantity, 53, 107-130.

Battilana, J., Lee, M., Walker, J., & Dorsey, C. (2012). In search of
the hybrid ideal. Stanford Social Innovation Review, 10, 51-55.

@ Springer

Beschorner, T. (2006). Ethical theory and business practices: The case
of discourse ethics. Journal of Business Ethics, 66(1), 127-139.

Bhatt, B. (2022). Ethical complexity of social change: Negotiated
actions of a social enterprise. Journal of Business Ethics, 177(4),
743-762.

Bornstein, D. (2004). How to change the world: Social entrepreneurs
and the power of new ideas. New York: Oxford University Press.

Brink, D. O. (2006). Some forms and limits of consequentialism. In
D. Copp (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Ethical Theory (pp.
380-423). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bruder, I. (2021). A social mission is not enough: Reflecting the nor-
mative foundations of social entrepreneurship. Journal of Busi-
ness Ethics.

Chell, E. (2007). Social enterprise and entrepreneurship: Towards a
convergent theory of the entrepreneurial process. International
Small Business Journal, 25, 5-26.

Chell, E., Spence, L. J., Perrini, F., & Harris, J. D. (2016). Social
entrepreneurship and business ethics: Does social equal ethical?
Journal of Business Ethics, 133, 619-625.

Chliova, M., Mair, J., & Vernis, A. (2020). Persistent category ambigu-
ity: The case of social entrepreneurship. Organizations Studies,
41(7), 1019-1042.

Choi, N., & Majumdar, S. (2014). Social entrepreneurship as an essen-
tially contested concept: Opening a new avenue for a systematic
future research. Journal of Business Venturing, 29, 363-376.

Dacin, P. A, Dacin, M. T., & Matear, M. (2010). Social entrepreneur-
ship: Why we don’t need a new theory and how we move forward
from here. Academy of Management Perspectives, 24, 37-57.

Dart, R. (2004). The legitimacy of social enterprise. Nonprofit Manage-
ment and Leadership, 14, 411-424.

Dees, J. G. (1998). The meaning of social entrepreneurship. Last
retrieved on 25 April 2020 from http://www.redalmarza.cl/ing/
pdf/TheMeaningofsocialEntrepreneurship.pdf

Defourny, J., & Nyssens, M. (2008). Social enterprise in Europe:
Recent trends and developments. Social Enterprise Journal, 4(3),
222-228.

Dey, P., & Steyaert, C. (2016). Rethinking the space of ethics in social
entrepreneurship: Power, subjectivity, and practices of freedom.
Journal of Business Ethics, 133(4), 627-641.

Doherty, B., Haugh, H., & Lyon, F. (2014). Social enterprises as hybrid
organizations: A review and research agenda. International Jour-
nal of Management Reviews, 16, 417-436.

Dorado, S. (2006). Social entrepreneurial ventures: Different values
so different process of creation, no? Journal of Developmental
Entrepreneurship, 11(4), 319-343.

Drayton, W. (2002). The citizen sector: Becoming as entrepreneurial
and competitive as business. California Management Review, 44,
120-132.

Dwivedi, A., & Weerawardena, J. (2018). Conceptualizing and opera-
tionalizing the social entrepreneurship construct. Journal of Busi-
ness Research, 86, 32—40.

Ebrahim, A., & Rangan, K. (2014). What impact? A framework for
measuring the scale and scope of social performance. California
Management Review, 56(3), 118-141.

Fowler, A. (2000). NGDOS as a moment in history: Beyond aid to
social entrepreneurship or civic innovation? Third World Quar-
terly, 21, 637-654.

Gerring, J. (2012). Social science methodology: A unified framework
(2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Grimes, M. G., McMullen, J. S., Vogus, T. J., & Miller, T. L. (2013).
Studying the origins of social entrepreneurship: Compassion and
the role of embedded agency. Academy of Management Review,
38(3), 460-463.

Grodal, S., Anteby, M., & Holm, A. L. (2021). Achieving rigor in
qualitative analysis: The role of active categorization in theory
building. Academy of Management Review, 46(3), 591-612.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.redalmarza.cl/ing/pdf/TheMeaningofsocialEntrepreneurship.pdf
http://www.redalmarza.cl/ing/pdf/TheMeaningofsocialEntrepreneurship.pdf

Social Entrepreneurship as a Family Resemblance Concept with Distinct Ethical Views 631

Grueber, M., & MacMillan, I. C. (2017). Entrepreneurial behavior: A
reconceptualization and extension based on identity theory. Stra-
tegic Entrepreneurship Journal, 11(3), 271-286.

Habermas, J. (1992). Moral consciousness and communicative action.
(C. N. Lenhardt, S. W. Nicholsen, trans.). Cambridge: Polity
Press.

Harding, R. (2004). Social enterprise: The new economic engine? Busi-
ness Strategy Review, 15, 39-43.

Hartigan, P. (2006). It’s about people, not profits. Business Strategy
Review, 42-45.

Haugh, H. (2006). Social enterprise: Beyond economic outcomes
and individual returns. In J. Mair, J. Robinson J, & K. Hock-
erts (Eds.). Social Entrepreneurship. London, UK: Palgrave
Macmillan

Hill, T. E. (1971). Kant on Imperfect Duty and Supererogation. Kant-
Studien, 62, 55-76.

Hockerts, K. (2006). Entrepreneurial opportunity in social pur-
pose business ventures. In J. Mair, J. Robinson J, & K. Hock-
erts (Eds.), Social Entrepreneurship. London, UK: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Hockerts, K. (2017). Determinants of social entrepreneurial intentions.
Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice 41(1), 105-130.

Hota, P. K., Subramanian, B., & Narayanamurthy, G. (2020). Map-
ping the intellectual structure of social entrepreneurship research:
A citation/co-citation analysis. Journal of Business Ethics, 166,
89-114.

Hu, X., Marlow, S., Zimmermann, A., Martin, L., & Frank, R. (2020).
Understanding opportunities in social entrepreneurship: A critical
realist abstraction. Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice 44(5),
1032-1056.

Kannampuzha, M., & Hockerts, K. (2019). Organizational social entre-
preneurship: Scale development and validation. Social Enterprise
Journal, 15(3), 290-319.

Koenh, D. (1995). A role for virtue ethics in the analysis of business
practice. Business Ethics Quarterly, 5(3), 533-539.

Komatsu, L. K. (1992). Recent views of conceptual structure. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 112(3), 500-526.

Korosec, R. L., & Berman, E. M. (2006). Municipal support for social
entrepreneurship. Public Administration Review, 66, 448—462.

Kraus, S., Niemand, T., Halbertsadt, J., Shaw, E., & Syrja, P. (2017).
Social entrepreneurship orientation: Development of a measure-
ment scale. International Journal of Entrepreneurship Behavior
& Research, 23(6), 977-997.

Kroeger, A., & Weber, C. (2014). Developing a conceptual framework
for comparing social value creation. Academy of Management
Review, 39, 513-540.

Lasprogata, G. M., & Cotten, M. N. (2003). Contemplating ‘enter-
prise’: The business and legal challenges of social entrepreneur-
ship. American Business Law Journal, 41, 67-113.

Leadbeater, C. (1997). The rise of the social entrepreneur. London,
U.K: Demos.

Lehner, O. M., & Kansikas, J. (2013). Pre-paradigmatic status of social
entrepreneurship research: A systematic literature review. Journal
of Social Entrepreneurship, 4(2), 198-219.

Lepoutre, J., Justo, R., Terjesen, S., & Bosma, N. (2013). Designing a
global standardized methodology for measuring social entrepre-
neurship activity: The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor social
entrepreneurship study. Small Business Economics, 40, 693-714.

Lumpkin, G. T., & Dess, G. G. (1996). Clarifying the entrepreneurial
orientation construct and linking it to performance. Academy of
Management Review, 21, 135-172.

Mair, J., & Marti, 1. (2006). Social entrepreneurship research: A source
of explanation, prediction, and delight. Journal of World Business,
41,36-44.

Mair, J., & Marti, 1. (2009). Entrepreneurship in and around institu-
tional voids: A case study from Bangladesh. Journal of Business
Venturing, 24(5), 419-435.

Mair, J., & Noboa, E. (2006). Social entrepreneurship: How intentions
to create a social venture get formed. In J. Mair, J. Robinson,
& K. Hockerts (Eds.), Social entrepreneurship (pp. 121-136).
Palgrave MacMillan.

Martin, R. L. & Osberg, S. (2007). Social entrepreneurship: The case
for definition. Stanford Social Innovation Review, 30-39.

Masseti, B. L. (2008). The social entrepreneurship matrix as a ‘tip-
ping point’ for economic change. Emergence: Complexity and
Organization 10, 1-8.

McNaughton, D., & Rawlings, P. (2006). Deontology. In D. Copp (Ed.),
The Oxford handbook of ethical theory (pp. 424—457). Oxford
University Press.

Miller, T., Grimes, M. G., McMullen, J. S., & Vogus, T. J. (2012). Ven-
turing for others with heart and head: How compassion encour-
ages social entrepreneurship. Academy of Management Review,
37, 616-640.

Molecke, G., & Pinkse, J. (2020). Justifying social impact as a form of
impression management: Legitimacy judgements of social enter-
prises’ impact accounts. British Journal of Management, 31(2),
387-402.

Morris, H. M., Webb, J. W., & Franklin, R. J. (2011). Understanding
the manifestation of entrepreneurial orientation in the nonprofit
context. Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice 35, 947-971.

Nicholls, A. (2010). The legitimacy of social entrepreneurship: Reflex-
ive isomorphism in a pre-paradigmatic field. Entrepreneurship:
Theory & Practice 34, 611-633.

Nicolini, D., & Monteiro, P. (2016). The practice approach: For a prax-
eology of organizational and management studies. In A. Langley
& H. Tsoukas (Eds.), The Sage handbook of process organization
studies (pp. 110-126). Sage.

Pache, A. C., & Santos, F. (2013). Inside the hybrid organization:
Selective coupling as a response to competing institutional log-
ics. Academy of Management Journal, 56, 972—-1001.

Peredo, A. M., & McLean, M. (2006). Social entrepreneurship: A criti-
cal review of the concept. Journal of World Business, 41, 56—65.

Podsakoff, M. P., MacKenzie, S. B., & Podsakoff, N. P. (2016). Recom-
mendations for creating better concept definitions in the organiza-
tional, behavioral, and social sciences. Organizational Research
Methods, 19, 159-203.

Ranville, A. & Barros, M. (2021). Towards normative theories of social
entrepreneurship. A review of the top publications of the field.
Journal of Business Ethics, 1-32.

Rosch, E., & Mervis, C. B. (1975). Family resemblances: Studies in
the internal structure of categories. Cognitive Psychology, 7,
573-605.

Saebi, T., Foss, N. J., & Linder, S. (2019). Social entrepreneurship
research: Past achievements and future promises. Journal of Man-
agement, 45, 70-95.

Santos, F. M. (2012). A positive theory of social entrepreneurship.
Journal of Business Ethics, 111, 335-351.

Seelos, C., & Mair, J. (2005). Social entrepreneurship: Creating
new business models to serve the poor. Business Horizons, 48,
241-246.

Sharir, M., & Lerner, M. (2006). Gauging the success of social ven-
tures initiated by individual social entrepreneurs. Journal of World
Business, 41, 6-20.

Short, J. C., Moss, T. W., & Lumpkin, G. T. (2009). Research in social
entrepreneurship: Past contributions and future opportunities.
Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 3, 161-194.

@ Springer



632

F. Lancastre et al.

Solove, D. J. (2019). The meaning and value of privacy. In D. G.
Arnold, T. L. Beauchamp, & N. E. Bowie (Eds), Ethical Theory
and Business (10 Ed.). University Press: Cambridge, U.K.

Steiner, H. (2006). Moral rights. In D. Copp (Ed.), The Oxford hand-
book of ethical theory (pp. 459—479). Oxford University Press.

Stephan, U. (2018). Entrepreneurs’ mental health and well-being: A
review and research agenda. Academy of Management Perspec-
tives, 32(3), 290-322.

Stephan, U., Patterson, M., Kelly, C., & Mair, J. (2016). Organiza-
tions driving positive social change: A review and an integrative
framework of change processes. Journal of Management, 42(5),
1250-1281.

Stevens, R., Moray, N., & Bruneel, J. (2015). The social and eco-
nomic mission of social enterprises: Dimensions, measurement,
validation, and relation. Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice 39,
1051-1082.

Tan, W. L., Williams, J., & Tan, T. M. (2005). Defining the ‘social’ in
‘social entrepreneurship’: Altruism and entrepreneurship. Infer-
national Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, 1, 353-365.

Thompson, J. L. (2002). The world of the social entrepreneur. Interna-
tional Journal of Public Sector Management, 15, 412-431.

Tracey, P. & Jarvis. O. (2007). Toward a theory of social venture fran-
chising. Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice 31(5), 667-685.

Ulrich, P., & Thielemann, U. (1993). How do managers think about
market economies and morality? Empirical enquiries into busi-
ness-ethical thinking patterns. Journal of Business Ethics, 12,
879-898.

Waddock, S. A., & Post, J. E. (1995). Catalytic alliances for social
problem solving. Human Relations, 48, 951-973.

Weerawardena, J., & Mort, G. S. (2006). Investigating social entrepre-
neurship: A multidimensional model. Journal of World Business,
41,21-35.

@ Springer

Wittgenstein, L. (1953). Philosophical investigations (Trans., G. E. M.
Anscombe). Oxford, UK, Basil Blackwell.

Wry, T., & York, J. G. (2017). An identity-based approach to social
enterprise. Academy of Management Review, 42, 437-460.

Yeung, J. F. Y., Chan, A. P. C., & Chan, D. W. M. (2012). Defining
relational contracting from the Wittgenstein family-resemblance
philosophy. International Journal of Project Management, 30(2),
225-239.

Yunus, M. (2006). Social Business Entrepreneurs Are the Solution,
retrieved on 3/2/2023 https://samhallsentreprenor.glokala.net/
2018-2019/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Social-Business-Entre
preneurs-Are-the-Solution-Yunus.pdf

Yunus, M., Moingeon, B., & Lehmann-Ortega, L. (2010). Building
social business models: Lessons from the Grameen Bank. Long
Range Planning, 43(2/3), 308-325.

Zahra, S. A. & Wright, M. (2016). Understanding the social role of
entrepreneurship. Journal of Management Studies 53, Special
Issue, 610-629.

Zahra, S. A., Gedajolvic, E., Neubaum, D. O., & Shulman, J. M.
(2009). A typology of social entrepreneurs: Motives, search pro-
cesses and ethical challenges. Journal of Business Venturing, 24,
519-532.

Zahra, S. A., Rawhouser, H. N., Bhawe, N., Neubaum, D. O., & Hay-
ton, J. C. (2008). Globalization of social entrepreneurship oppor-
tunities. Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 2, 117-131.

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


https://samhallsentreprenor.glokala.net/2018-2019/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Social-Business-Entrepreneurs-Are-the-Solution-Yunus.pdf
https://samhallsentreprenor.glokala.net/2018-2019/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Social-Business-Entrepreneurs-Are-the-Solution-Yunus.pdf
https://samhallsentreprenor.glokala.net/2018-2019/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Social-Business-Entrepreneurs-Are-the-Solution-Yunus.pdf

	Social Entrepreneurship as a Family Resemblance Concept with Distinct Ethical Views
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Theory
	Conceptualizing Social Entrepreneurship
	Relating Ethical Theories and the Concept of SE
	Family Resemblance Versus Classical Conceptual Structures

	Methods
	Overall Research Design
	Data Collection
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Stage I – Identification of Attributes
	Themes Related to the Social Element
	Themes Related to the Entrepreneurial Element
	Themes Related to the Managerial Element
	Discussion of Stage I—Identification of Attributes

	Stage II—Organization of Attributes
	Emergent SE conceptual subtypes
	Discussion of Stage II—Organization of Attributes

	Stage III—Development and Refinement of the Conceptual Definition
	Consequentialist Views
	Deontological Views
	Virtue Ethics
	Discussion of Stage III—Development and Refinement of the Conceptual Definition


	Contributions, Conclusion, and Limitations
	Appendix
	Acknowledgements 
	References




