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Abstract - In recent times, there has been a growing interest towards social entrepreneurship across the globe, driven by various contextual 

factors. Social entrepreneurship is broadly defined as “an entrepreneurial activity with an embedded social purpose” [1]. The concept applies to 

organizations of different sizes, operating in different spheres, with different motives. While the performance of for-profit commercial 

entrepreneurs is measured using business metrics such as return on investment, turnover, increase in share prices, market capitalization etc., the 

performance of social entrepreneurs needs to be measured with different metrics such as ‘return to society’ and ‘social impact’. Despite the 

increasing recognition of social entrepreneurship and its contribution towards nation building, the academic research in this field is still in its 

nascent stage. Hence a need is felt to undertake a literature review and research to understand the dimensions of social entrepreneurship in terms 

of its antecedents namely drivers, challenges and ecosystem and consequences namely social impact. The outcomes of this review research are 

manifold. The researcher aims to synthesis the fragmented literature concerning the topic and identify the constructs for further research. By 

understanding why people become social entrepreneurs, the specific factors promoting social entrepreneurial thinking can be identified and 

those can be offered to the upcoming generations to groom them as social entrepreneurs.  By analyzing the external drivers (ecosystem- 

supporting institutions, policy framework and governance), the gaps in the ecosystem can be identified, and suggestions can be given to bridge 

and strengthen them. By studying the challenges, suggestions can be provided to policy administrators for rectifications and revisions. Further 

the means to measure social impact created by social venture are also discussed. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The world, today, is witnessing disparities in its extremes. While it is advancing in terms of technology, lifestyle and 

standard of living on the one side, it is also showing up alarming trends in terms of growing population, widening income 

inequality, increasing hunger, extreme poverty, violence, pollution, violation of human rights, fatal diseases etc on the other side. 

Though the governments and other international institutions are spending enormously for fighting poverty and other social issues, 

half of the globe is still crippled with such hardships. Hence immediate attention is required to meet the basic needs of humanity 

such as food, water, shelter, sanitation, healthcare, education and the like. Since the government and charity initiatives alone 

cannot attain satisfactory results in meeting the pressing social problems, the need for change agents who can provide solutions 

and bring out transformational changes are felt. This realization has, therefore, given a strong impetus to the concept of social 

entrepreneurship. 

Evidences across the world suggest that the citizens of a country have a major role to play in bringing out social welfare. 

For example, India in spite of being the second fastest growing economy on the world, is a home to around 40 % of the world’s 

poor, with about 30 % of its population living below the poverty line. The country ranks 130th among 188 countries of the world 

in the Human Development Index [2] and is crippled with a plethora of social, economic, political, environmental, legal and 

infrastructural issues. In the past decade, the country has witnessed considerable growth in social entrepreneurship activities. 
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Statistics reveal that there may be as many as 2 million social enterprises in India [3]. Social enterprise ecosystem is also slowly 

emerging with various players proving financial, legal and consulting support to social enterprises.  

 

The ‘National Skill and Entrepreneurship Policy’ announced by the Ministry of Skills and Entrepreneurship in 2015, has 

included a section on social enterprises to foster social entrepreneurship and grass root innovation. A growing participation by the 

people in building social ventures and a supportive ecosystem can go a long way in solving the issues of the country including 

poverty, illiteracy, poor healthcare, sanitation, malnutrition, lack of access to quality education, child labour, infrastructural 

bottlenecks, weak law enforcement, cast divisions, unemployment etc. 

 

II. DEFINING SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

Social entrepreneurship is broadly defined as “an entrepreneurial activity with an embedded social purpose”.  It involves 

the use of various methods and techniques by entrepreneurs to develop, fund and provide solutions to social issues. It can be 

mapped in the middle of a spectrum with commercial for-profit businesses on the one end and social not-for-profit charities on 

the other end.  The broad ideology is running enterprises towards the achievement of social, cultural and/ or environmental goals 

by focusing on social areas such as health care, poverty, community development, education etc. It may be noted that the definition 

of social entrepreneurship has evolved from CSR to philanthropy and now to self-sustainable social enterprises.  

 

Social entrepreneurs can be considered to be potential change agents in creating business models in attaining social 

needs. A social entrepreneur is an entrepreneur with a central and explicit social mission [4], and he is motivated to make a 

positive difference and serve humanity in some way. While the performance of for-profit commercial entrepreneurs is measured 

using business metrics such as return on investment, profit, turnover, increase in share prices, market capitalization etc., the 

performance of social entrepreneurs (who are either not-for-profit or not-for-profit oriented) need to be measured with different 

metrics such as ‘return to society’ and ‘social impact’. 

 

III. NEED FOR THE STUDY 

 

Having realized the importance of social entrepreneurship in societal development and for the fact that the number of 

people venturing into social enterprises is on a rise, the questions now arise as to what drives social entrepreneurship? What 

obstacles do they face before, during and after the establishment of social ventures? The theoretical works in this regard have 

mostly focused on developing frameworks and the studies, very few in number; have mostly adopted case study approaches [5]. 

In India, there is very little literature and data available on the number of social enterprises, their mission and contribution to GDP 

and employment [6]. There is a paucity of diligent research on ‘social entrepreneurship’ in the suggested study area. Also, the 

literature is found to be fragmented and inconsistent. Despite the increasing recognition of social entrepreneurship and its 

contribution towards nation building, the academic research in this field is still in its nascent stage. Much of the researches 

conducted are found to be exploratory studies based on case study approaches. Hence the need for the study has been felt in order 

to undertake a systematic review of literature to understand the dimensions of social entrepreneurship in terms of its drivers, 

challenges, eco-system and impact so as to identify the constructs for further research and empirical validation.   

IV. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

In 2006, when Prof. Muhammed Yunus, the founder of Grameen Bank, Bangladesh, won the Nobel Prize for Peace, the 

idea of social entrepreneurship echoed around the world. Later, several stories of social enterprises started getting reported from 
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various parts of the world.  Academic research also started emerging in this field. However, quantitative analysis and theoretical 

model building of the concept is still in its infancy. Boddice, in 2009, asked: “From where does the desire to make change or to 

do good come from? Why execute this desire as an entrepreneur?”. Several studies were conducted by researchers along these 

lines focusing on the motivation and intentions behind social entrepreneurship [7].  

The questions that the researcher would like to answer are: 

 What drives certain individuals (social entrepreneurs) to engage in social mission and create social enterprises? 

 What hinders them in their mission to create social welfare through their ventures? 

 How do social entrepreneurs identify the social opportunities (recognizing market or government failure and identifying 

gaps in the social system), create their ventures and operate them? 

 What will be the impact of the ecosystem on the establishment and survival of social ventures? 

 How can ne measure the impact created by social ventures? 

By understanding why people become social entrepreneurs, the specific factors promoting social entrepreneurial thinking can 

be identified and those can be applied on the upcoming generations to develop them as social entrepreneurs.  These factors may 

be broadly categorized as internal and external drivers. The environment surrounding the individual can pose barriers during the 

entry, execution and during the operation of their ventures. These barriers may be economic, social and institutional barriers. The 

ecosystem surrounding such firms can be conducive or constraining. Further the impact of such ventures cannot be directly 

measured. This study will therefore focus on the following objectives:  

 

(1) To identify the drivers of social entrepreneurship ie., to understand the factors motivating individuals to engage in social 

entrepreneurship 

(2) To identify the challenges faced by social entrepreneurs before, during and after the inception of their social enterprises 

(3) To analyze the ecosystem surrounding social entrepreneurship 

(4) To understand the impact of social enterprises on the society 

The drivers of social entrepreneurship can be internal and external. Internal drivers involve cognition, emotions, 

personality influences and self-efficacy of the entrepreneur. The environment can support or pose challenges during various phases 

of their ventures. The barriers of social entrepreneurship can be economic, social or institutional. The network of the entrepreneur 

with the key actors in the ecosystem can be crucial in determining the success of social entrepreneurship. Hence it may be derived 

that creation of a social venture happens due to the interplay between the entrepreneur and the various actors in the informal 

environment and formal ecosystem surrounding him. With this background, the researcher will identify the factors influencing 

social entrepreneurship that can guide further research in the field. The researcher aims to synthesis the fragmented literature 

concerning the topic and bring out constructs for further research. 

V.  METHODOLOGY 

As the purpose of this research is to advance the conceptualization of the construct ‘social entrepreneurship’ and its 

dimensions, the researcher reviewed various academic journals, books, reports, articles and websites in order to understand the 

existing literature concerning the subject. The insights derived with regard to various dimensions of the subject will be elaborated 

for further analysis and empirical validation by future researchers. 
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VI. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

On analysis of the origin of the concept, it has been found that social entrepreneurship has been into existence in the 

world for several years, in one form of the other- majorly associated with not-for-profit charities. The term ‘social 

entrepreneurship’ has gained popularity in the late 1990s, with increased attention from media, academic research, government, 

charities and corporations [8]. The most cited definition given by Dees [9] considers a social entrepreneur as a special type of 

entrepreneur with a social mission. They are individuals who are able to recognize a social problem and uses entrepreneurial 

strategies to create social change through a business venture. The Schwab Foundation suggests four criteria of social 

entrepreneurship- innovation, sustainability, reach and social impact. A social entrepreneur combines business acumen with social 

impact.  Social mission is explicit and central for social entrepreneurial organizations [10]. 

 

A study done in UK found that social entrepreneurs have more positive attitude than the UK population [11]. They show 

risk tolerance, innovativeness and proactiveness [12]. According to Bloom and Chatterji [13], the drivers of social enterprise 

model is described using an acronym – SCALERS that stands for Staffing, Communication, Alliance Building, Lobbying, Earning 

Generation, Replication and Stimulating Market Forces. Social entrepreneurs are ambitious, mission driven, strategic, resourceful 

and result oriented [14]. 

 

One has to understand that social enterprises exist in the middle of a spectrum comprising of not-for-profit ventures on 

the one end and for-profit ventures on the other end. Hence arriving at a common scale to measure the impact also is challenging. 

One should not overlook the indirect economic outcomes such as improved employability, social outcomes such as empowerment 

and environmental outcomes such as improved physical infrastructure etc. The performance can create impact at the micro or at 

the macro level and can involve extrinsic as well as intrinsic outcomes that are either direct or indirect.   

 

Social enterprises may be classified as purely philanthropic and non-profit, hybrids and purely commercial one [15]. 

Non-profit social ventures are entrepreneurial, though their governance is different from other ventures. For profit ventures have 

double bottom lines with philanthropic and earned incomes to ensure sustainability in social change they are pursuing [16].  

 

Fig. 1 The Social Continuum [17] 

 

A. Drivers of Social Entrepreneurship 

 

Empirical works on identifying the drivers of social ventures are limited, with most of it utilizing comparative case study 

approaches. Mair and Noboa [18] found that empathy, moral judgement/ obligation, self-efficacy and social support are the major 

antecedents of social entrepreneurial behaviour. Their model is somewhat associated with the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
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propounded by Ajzen [19]. At the next level, empathy and moral judgement predict perceived desirability and self-efficacy and 

social support predict perceived feasibility. Empathy is of two types: cognitive and affective.  

 

VanSandtetal [20] found effectual decision-making logic as an antecedent of social entrepreneurial intent. Compassion 

is an important component of social entrepreneurial motivation [21]. Personal fulfilment, an urge to help the society, non-monetary 

focus, achievement orientation and closeness to social problem are the major factors motivating social entrepreneurship [22]. 

Ernst [23] developed survey items to measure the antecedents of social entrepreneurial behaviour drawing on Theory of Planned 

Behaviour. However, till date no much empirical surveys have been conducted to test the impact of antecedents in predicting the 

behaviour.  

 

According to Smith et. al [24], empathy involves adopting another’s perspective, creating sympathetic responses, which 

in turn creates an altruistic motivation in the social entrepreneur to reduce the pain of others.  Moral judgement is the extent to 

which a person feels a sense of responsibility to act in accordance with social norms when faced with an ethical challenge [25]. 

Self-efficacy is an individual’s perception about his ability to carry put the intended action [26]. Further, social support in the 

form of networks is needed to trigger the formation of behavioural intentions to set up a social venture [27].  Ernst [28] survey 

items helps to measure entrepreneurial empathy covering three perspectives: cognitive empathy, affective empathy and empathic 

concerns. Items measuring moral obligation have been developed by Forster and Grichnik [29]. Self-efficacy measures and items 

have been proposed by Bandura [30]. Items measuring social support have been framed by Kai [31].  

 

The Social Entrepreneurial Antecedent Scale (SEAS) and it helps to measure the drivers of social entrepreneurship. 

Entrepreneurs’ moral sentiments as reflected in their personal experiences drive social entrepreneurship. The personal experiences 

include past unemployment experience, education level, rural poverty experience and start-up location hardships. Empirical 

evidences showed that as the entrepreneurs’ social status increase, the hardship experiences have stronger positive influence on 

social entrepreneurial participation [32].  

 

The major antecedents of social entrepreneurship include desirability and feasibility of social entrepreneurs in the 

decision-making process, human capital, social capital, social environmental factors and institutional environmental factors [33]. 

The intention to create social venture arises from perceptions of desirability, which are influenced by emotional and cognitive 

attitudes involving empathy and moral judgement; and perceptions of feasibility that are influenced by enabling factors such as 

self-efficacy and social support [34].  

 

Fig. 2 Social Entrepreneurial Intention Formation [34] 

 

B. Challenges in Social Entrepreneurship 
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For-profit social ventures face many challenges such as: strategic vagueness in vision and mission, crafting an integrated 

business model, linking social cost savings to productivity improvements, targeting the right customers who value the social 

mission of the organization, measuring performance creatively, firm’s control on the right investors, investing time and energy in 

a committed team, anticipating resistance and developing strategy to face it, developing a band reputation for quality and 

performance, and recognizing the limits of what can be done [35]. Performance of a social venture is measured by its ability to 

create and sustain social impact [36]. British Council, in its survey on social entrepreneurship in India [37], found that access to 

finance is the most important challenge faced by social entrepreneurs, followed by cash flow maintenance, lack of understanding/ 

awareness among banks and other support organizations, and shortage of skills amongst others.   

 

Some believe that creation of social venture is a harmful marriage between opposing values- profit and public good [38]. 

While social entrepreneurs are driven by ethical obligations and desires to serve the society, egoism can drive them towards 

unethical practices [39]. Recruiting and retaining the right and devoted talent is an important challenge faced by social 

entrepreneurs. Measurement of social impact created by the venture is a challenging task as the impact is mostly qualitative, 

intangible and not easily measurable. Funding issues, misalignment of goals, scalability and other external institutional and market 

factors may pose challenges for social entrepreneurs [40]. Conveying the business idea, attracting donors, government support, 

promoting awareness, earning returns, support from family, friends and business people, sustaining employees, getting expert 

assistance and improving the quality of life are the most sensitive factors of challenges faced by social entrepreneurs [41].   

 

C. Ecosystem for Social Ventures 

 

It is theorized that an entrepreneurial ecosystem can influence the operations and effectiveness of social entrepreneurs 

by way of diversity of resource providers, supporting infrastructure, entrepreneurial culture and learning opportunities. The 

entrepreneur can also shape the ecosystem by influencing the heterogeneity of participants, gathering attention for the ecosystem 

and increasing its attractiveness to various stakeholders [42]. The success of social ventures depends on factors and parties from 

the environment that collectively form the ecosystem. The realization that others in the field are co-solvers instead of competitors 

is important to build an integrated ecosystem. Governmental support, investment in knowledge development, research and 

collaboration, coaching and guidance support, technological integration and platforms for sharing information can create a fertile 

ecosystem that promotes social entrepreneurship [43]. 

 

If we look at the eco-system surrounding social entrepreneurship, there are about 39 government policies in India that 

have provisions to hand hold and support social ventures, including the National Policy on Skill Development and 

Entrepreneurship and Samridhi Fund promoted by SIDBI. Apart from the supportive governance, there are key players in the 

ecosystem that includes incubators and accelerators, investors, bankers, donors, corporations, chambers of commerce, industry 

associations, forums and networks, online platforms and media, co-working spaces and recognition platforms that offer a 

conducive climate for social ventures to establish and scale [44]. 

 

D. The Social Impact 

 

Social enterprises are under growing pressure to demonstrate their impacts on social well-being. The most commonly 

used methods to measure social impact include cost effectiveness, cost benefit analysis, social accounting and auditing, SROI, 

balanced scorecard, SIMPLE, BACO ratio, cost per impact, benefit-cost ratio and blended value. The performance of a social 

enterprise can be analysed in terms of economic- financial performance, social effectiveness and institutional legitimacy [45]. The 
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outcomes of social ventures need to be measured beyond economic outcomes and include social and environmental outcomes, 

both direct and indirect. The outcomes also may be categorized and analysed at individual, organizational, local, regional and 

national levels.  

 

 

Fig. 3 Social Value Proposition [46] 

VII. CONCLUSION 

The researcher has attempted to synthesis the fragmented literature concerning the topic to identify variable for further 

research as well as intervention. Social enterprises have social, entrepreneurial and governance dimensions. They may range from 

purely philanthropic and funded firms to for profit ventures, although the central mission is social welfare and societal impact. By 

understanding why people become social entrepreneurs, the specific factors promoting social entrepreneurial thinking can be 

identified and those can be offered to the upcoming generations to motivate them to become social entrepreneurs.  The cognitive, 

emotional and enabling factors can create positive behavioural intentions to engage in social entrepreneurship. Through 

appropriate education, motivation and interventions the drivers for creating social ventures can be instilled in the young minds.  

By creating a positive and enabling ecosystem, social entrepreneurship can be nurtured positively and challenges facing 

social entrepreneurs can be minimized. By analyzing the external drivers (ecosystem- supporting institutions, policy framework 

and governance), the gaps in the ecosystem can be identified. By studying the challenges, suggestions can be provided to policy 

administrators for rectifications and revisions. The impact created by social ventures needs to be regularly audited and analyzed 

at various levels and using different social audit parameters. Further research to empirically test and validate the conceptual 

constructs is suggested.  
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