In this lecture we are going to explore the key features of the social innovation school
of social entrepreneurship. This school of thought comes from the United States.
As the name suggests a key feature of the social innovation school is that it focuses
on social innovation. It puts no limitation on the legal structure for social enterprises
– a social enterprise can be non-profit or for profit (Hoogendoorn, 2010, p. 10).

1

The Social Innovation School has traditionally considered social entrepreneurs to be
remarkable individuals (Sen, 2007; Bornstein, 2007; Ashoka, 2007) that address
society’s most pressing social problems (Elkington and Hartigan, 2008; Leadbeater,
1997) by developing innovations that attack the underlying causes of problems (Dees
and Anderson, 2003; Drayton, 2002; Dees, 1998).
After proving their innovations work these individuals attempt to create significant
social change by spreading their impact throughout society (Ashoka, 2007; Leviner et.
al., 2006).
To assist them in spreading their impact the social entrepreneur develops a strong
theory of change that specifies their innovation’s cause and effect logic (Gutierrez
and Tasse, 2007, p. 52) and the critical elements their innovation needs to reproduce
in order to achieve their desired impact in a new context (Bradach, 2003, p. 21).
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The term social entrepreneurship had its beginnings with the social innovation
school. The term social entrepreneurship came into existence in 1980 when Bill
Drayton coined the term to describe individuals ‘who combine the pragmatic and
results oriented methods of a business entrepreneur with the goals of a social
reformer’ (Sen, 2007, p. 536).
So the Social Innovation School is interested in social innovations that reform a
problem situation.
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Bill Drayton is the founder of Ashoka, a global non-profit organisation dedicated to
developing the profession of social entrepreneurship by investing in individual social
entrepreneurs (Sen, 2007, p. 536). Ashoka (n.d.) considers innovation to be a key
characteristic of social entrepreneurship, defining social entrepreneurs as:
‘Individuals with innovative solutions to society’s most pressing problems’
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As we will see in Unit 2, society’s most pressing problems are complex social policy
problems and this type of problem requires systems change.
To address this type of problem, the Social Innovation School promotes social
entrepreneurs as taking direct action (that’s on the y axis of this matrix) to generate
and sustain a new system equilibrium – a new, improved state for the system (that’s
on the x axis of this matrix).
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Social entrepreneurs, from a social innovation school perspective, create systems
change by addressing some of the causal factors of complex social policy problems.
These problems have many intertwined underpinning causal factors.
This map that shows what influences the pressing problem of obesity, illustrates the
multitude of intertwined causal factors that underpin the problem.
The nodes in this map highlight the multitude of causal factors and the directional
lines between them show the interconnectedness.
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From a Social Innovation School perspective, social entrepreneurs reform the existing
state of society’s most pressing problems by selecting and addressing some of the
underpinning causal factors of the problem – the ones that they consider will produce
the greatest impact (Martin& Osberg, 2015).
As an example, a social entrepreneur from the Social Innovation School perspective,
could consider the two underpinning causal factors circled in red in this image to be
the ones to target with an innovation. The social entrepreneur would think that by
developing an innovation that targets these two underpinning causal factors the
innovation would have the greatest impact on the complex problem.
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The Social Innovation School also considers that to achieve such system change,
social entrepreneurs borrow and adapt from the approaches of government-led and
business-led innovation (Martin and Osberg, 2015).
To create wide-scale systems change, the Social Innovation School considers social
entrepreneurs need to also effect changes in government policy. Ashoka includes
achieving policy change as an indicator in its impact measurement framework for
social entrepreneurs.
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The most common definition of social entrepreneurship used by the Social Innovation
School is this one by Dees (1998, p. 4).
‘Social entrepreneurs play the role of change agents in the social sector, by:
• Adopting a mission to create and sustain social value (not just private value)
• Recognising and relentlessly pursuing new opportunities to serve that mission
• Engaging in a process of continuous innovation, adaptation, and learning
• Acting boldly without being limited by resources currently in hand; and
• Exhibiting a heightened sense of accountability to the constituencies served and
for the outcomes created’
Dees considers this definition of ‘what is a social entrepreneur’ to be the ideal,
emphasising that leaders in the social sector exhibit the characteristics of a social
entrepreneur to different degrees. According to Dees (1998, p. 4) the closer a social
sector leader comes to satisfying all of the above characteristics the more the person
fits the model of a social entrepreneur - those who are more innovative, create more
significant social improvements and revolutionise their industries will be seen as
more entrepreneurial.
It’s interesting to note that this Social Innovation School definition does not mention
the need for earned income.
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The Social Innovation School of Social Entrepreneurship is considered to be rooted in
the body of knowledge of commercial entrepreneurship – the knowledge about the
discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities (Hoogendoorn et al., 2010).
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The Social Innovation School has been criticised for focusing on the individual, hero
social entrepreneur as the object of social change. In response to this criticism there
are some in the Social Innovation School that argue that social entrepreneurship can
be applied to groups.
This definition of social entrepreneurship considers social entrepreneurship can be
applied to groups:
‘social entrepreneurship is exercised where some person or group: (1) aim(s) at
creating social value, either exclusively or at least in some prominent way; (2) show(s)
a capacity to recognize and take advantage of opportunities to create that value
(“envision”); (3) employ(s) innovation, ranging from outright invention to adapting
someone else’s novelty, in creating and/or distributing social value; (4) is/are willing
to accept an above-average degree of risk in creating and disseminating social value;
and (5) is/are usually resourceful in being relatively undaunted by scarce assets in
pursuing their social venture.’
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This definition also argues that Social Innovation School social entrepreneurs are not
always individuals:
‘A social entrepreneur is an individual, group, network, organization, or alliance of
organizations that seeks sustainable, large-scale change through pattern-breaking
ideas in what or how governments, nonprofits, and businesses do to address
significant social problems.’
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There are four principal problems with defining social entrepreneurship by focusing
on the individual.
• Doing so focuses on individual traits and strays away from what the social
entrepreneur does
• It ignores the role of organisations
• It neglects the pattern-breaking idea, and
• It ignores the pipeline of support

13

14

