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Theme

This paper seeks to develop and establish a multidimensional quantitative measurement instrument to evaluate the nature of social enterprises operated by social entrepreneurs.
Abstract

With the rapid development of social enterprises, social entrepreneurship has become an important emerging field of research. Several prior studies have conceptualized social entrepreneurship as motivational and normative; and the empirical investigations into this matter have been primarily qualitative in nature. In one of our recent papers, we conceptualized a social entrepreneurship zone that can quantitatively categorize social entrepreneurship based on the degrees of an enterprise’s contribution to social and economic value creation and the levels of business practices applied. However, both of these dimensions could have multiple indicators. This paper seeks to further develop this multidimensional scale.

Summary of paper

Social entrepreneurship (SE) is still in the developmental stage as a field of inquiry. In a recent paper, Swanson and Zhang (2010) introduced the concept of the Social Entrepreneurship Zone. This new construct positions social entrepreneurship relative to the ways organizations plan to implement social change and the degrees to which they apply business practices to do so. Two new categories of organizations, Social Transformation Entrepreneurial Ventures and Social Improvement Entrepreneurial Ventures, reside in the Social Entrepreneurship Zone. This categorization separates social entrepreneurial ventures into two distinct groups with their own unique set of characteristics. The Social Entrepreneurship Zone construct should help researchers and other stakeholders better understand this emerging field so it can be further studied and developed.
We recognize the complexity of the dimensions describing the social entrepreneurship zone – the degree of social change and the nature of business practices. There has been no widely accepted model to assess social value creation or social change, and business practices are dynamic variables subject to many factors. In this paper, we aim to develop a comprehensive measurement scale to evaluate the nature of socially entrepreneurial organizations, including the degree to which they contribute to social change.

We intend to explore this topic from three interrelated perspectives:

a) the social outcomes an organization produces,

b) the process of creating social innovation through which the organization produces intended social outcomes, and

c) the change dynamics over time.

Social Outcomes
Swanson (2009) argued that in order to fully understand the social value generated by a subject institution one must consider socioeconomic factors, like employment created by the organization, along with stakeholders’ perceptions of the institution’s contributions to culture, health, safety, and lifestyle. This comprehensive approach to assessing social value recognizes that each socially entrepreneurial institution adds value in its own unique way. 

In order to quantify how a social entrepreneur’s venture creates social value, we need to assess the degree to which it contributes to the following:

1. the cultural life in its communities,  
2. the overall level of health of the residents in its communities,
3. the overall safety of its communities,

4. the opportunities for individuals to improve their lifestyles,

5. the level of wealth in its communities, and
6. the opportunities for individuals to be more productive members of communities.

Social Innovation
Nicholls (2008) argued that there are two main features characterizing social entrepreneurship. One is its dominant strategic focus on making a positive social impact. The second feature, perhaps more important and more difficult to accomplish, is finding an innovative approach for achieving these social goals. Unlike technological innovations, which are often associated with lucrative financial returns, as Goldstein, Hazy, and Silberstang (2010) observed, social innovation must struggle against social and cultural inertia. Social innovations cannot be left entirely to the market economy (Leadbeater, 1997), as a stable current social state impedes social innovation (Martin and Osberg, 2007). Thus, social entrepreneurs must take the initiative and lead by example. 

The difficulty in modeling and measuring social innovation is that, by definition, transformational social innovations are unprecedented, unpredictable, and non-deducible from current circumstances (Goldstein, Hazy, and Silberstang, 2010). Since social innovation cannot be planned, the real challenge is in finding a way to model it.

Our study focuses on the incremental measurement of social improvements. That is, once an entrepreneur is convinced that certain behaviours are socially beneficial, they may strive through their enterprise to do more than what the industry standards might dictate. For example, we attempt to measure whether such an entrepreneur would exceed the norms set by competitors in areas such as providing healthcare to employees, encouraging them to engage in cultural pursuits, and employing individuals others presume to be unemployable.

Changes over time

Social changes do not occur over night. The emergence of social innovation (the new ideas) only marks the beginning of the wave of social transformation. In complexity theory terms, the transition to a new social state of order can occur through bifurcation. This transition is known as the criticalization process (Goldstein, Hazy, and Silberstang, 2010). For example, electric automobiles were common in the late 1800s and early 1900s until new internal combustion engine technology rendered them less efficient and convenient than fossil fuel propelled vehicles. The emergence of the new technology put new tensions on the then state of the automobile industry until that state was replaced by a new one dominated by internal combustion vehicles. Although new government regulations in the 1990s placed new tensions on the automobile industry, they were not sufficient to shift the state of the industry back to one in which electric vehicles dominated. It wasn’t until the price of oil hit all time highs in 2007 and consumers became more environmentally conscious that the tensions again increased the potential for a new norm to be established in the industry; this time driven, in part, by social issues like environmental awareness. A criticalization process occurred resulting in a new state of order emerging – a bifurcation from the internal combustion dominated norm that prevailed for most of the past century to the current state where electric and hybrid vehicles are now relatively common on our streets.

This suggests an interesting dynamic between society and change agents. Inertia prevents needed societal changes from happening when the change agents do not have sufficient mass, or power, to enact the change. We believe that social entrepreneurs hold the key by mobilizing the power of entrepreneurship. They survey their social environment, identify opportunities for needed change, create social innovation, and establish new states of social order. In order words, social entrepreneurs are effective agents for social change.

Method

We are currently collecting and analyzing data from a survey of organizations likely to be social enterprises. The results from this analysis will be triangulated and compared with the results from recent comprehensive interviews with social entrepreneurs and with quantitative and qualitative data describing stakeholder perceptions of the economic and social value generated by a public higher education institution we consider to be a social enterprise, comprehensive socioeconomic studies specific to the contributions made by the same institution, and opinion surveys commissioned by the organization. Together, our data sources will provide us with a rich foundation with which to conceptualize a comprehensive measurement scale to evaluate the nature of socially entrepreneurial organizations, including the degree to which they contribute to social change.
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