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Addressing wicked problems and university-community engagement barriers
by supporting social entrepreneurial scholar-practitioners
Abstract
While wicked problems as represented in the SDGs are global in nature, they need to be
addressed locally through collaborative place-based approaches due to their underpinning
causal factors being context specific. Universities are recognised as a key stakeholder in these
required collaborations. Despite this recognition, Universities have found it difficult to
effectively participate in such collaboration for a number of reasons, including: academics
having a lack of entrepreneurial culture, there being a gap between university and community
needs for research, and the reward structures of universities focusing on peer-reviewed
publication.
By referring to the social entrepreneurship and complexity science literature, this paper
argues that these identified barriers can be addressed if universities support social
entrepreneurial scholar-practitioners. Frameworks for two social entrepreneurial scholarpractitioners roles are advanced in this paper: scholar-system stewards who take a complexity
approach to social entrepreneurship, and scholar-system social entrepreneurs who take a
social innovation school approach to social entrepreneurship. These two social
entrepreneurial scholar-practitioners roles are illuminated in this paper through the use of two
case studies.
Key words: wicked problems university systems scholar entrepreneur
Introduction
Collaborative place-based approaches are required to address the wicked problems that
communities face (Bellefontaine and Wisener, 2011). Wicked problems are society’s most
pressing social problems (Rittel and Webber, 1973, p. 160). They are the complex social
policy problems, such as climate change and poverty, that societies face that cannot be
successfully addressed with traditional linear, analytical approaches because they have a
multitude of interdependent underpinning causal factors, that produce unforeseen
consequences if attempts are made to address them with traditional approaches (Rittel and
Webber, 1973). Even though many wicked problems are global, as represented in the SDGs,
their underpinning causal factors are context specific (Westley et al. 2007) which requires
them to be addressed locally through collaborative place-based approaches (Bellefontaine
and Wisener, 2011, p. 5).
Universities are recognised as a key stakeholder in these place-based collaborations (Murphy
and McGrath, 2018). Despite this recognition, the operationalisation of university
engagement has proven to be difficult (Barker, 2015). Identified barriers include: a lack of
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entrepreneurial culture amongst academics, there being a gap between university research
agendas and community needs for research, and university reward structures that focus on
peer-reviewed publication (Jongbloed et al., 2008). These barriers are particularly relevant
for entrepreneurship academics, as a significant rigour-relevance gap has emerged due to
university and community needs for research being very different, and the marginalisation of
external stakeholders from research occurring when entrepreneurship research became
institutionalised and sought to be legitimately anchored in academia (Frank and Landström,
2016, p. 53).
This paper tackles these identified barriers. It addresses the lack of entrepreneurial culture, by
positing that universities support the development of social entrepreneurial scholarpractitioners that contribute towards addressing wicked problems. Scholar-practitioners are
individuals who “have one foot each in the worlds of academia and practice and are pointedly
interested in advancing the causes of both theory and practice” (Tenkasi & Hay, 2008, p. 50).
By referring to the social entrepreneurship and complexity science literature, two social
entrepreneurial scholar-practitioner roles are proposed that can contribute towards addressing
wicked problems: scholar-system stewards and scholar-system social entrepreneurs. It is
shown in this paper that these two roles can reduce the rigour-relevance divide of
entrepreneurship research, address the gap between university research agendas and
community needs, and shows that university reward structures focusing on peer-reviewed
publication can be a benefit for communities. To illustrate how these scholar-practitioner
roles are applied in practice, two case studies are described: a scholar-system stewardship
case study that is informed by a complexity approach to social entrepreneurship, and a
scholar-system social entrepreneurship case study that is underpinned by a social innovation
school approach to social entrepreneurship.
The paper is structured as follows. After describing the rigour-relevance gap in
entrepreneurship research, a conceptual model for social entrepreneurial scholar-practitioners
is discussed. Next, this conceptual model is enriched to include the specific characteristics of
scholar-system stewards, and a case study is provided that illustrates the characteristics of
scholar-system stewards in practice. Then, the conceptual model is adapted to cater for the
characteristics of scholar-system social entrepreneurs and a case study of a scholar-system
social entrepreneur is provided.
The Rigour-Relevance Gap
The entrepreneurship rigour-relevance gap has emerged as a result of entrepreneurship
research becoming increasingly institutionalised. This increased institutionalisation is
characterised by a rise in entrepreneurship chairs, more highly ranked journals, and the
development of a fairly coherent set of research questions and methodologies (Frank &
Landström, 2016, p. 53). In addition, the focus on academic legitimacy by many business
schools, with emphasis placed on accreditations and using top journal publications for
rankings, has further contributed to the gap (Frank & Landström, 2016, p. 53). These
practices have resulted in the academic field of entrepreneurship favouring rigour at the cost
of relevance (Frank & Landström, 2016, p. 51), and the interests of stakeholders external to
the university being increasingly marginalised (Frank & Landström, 2016, p. 53).
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While some researchers are cynical about the possibility of bridging the rigour–relevance gap
in entrepreneurship research (Frank & Landström, 2016, p. 56), others consider the gap can
be closed (Dimov et al., 2020; Kapasi and Rosli, ). Figure 1, adapted from Andersen et al.'s
(2001) Fourfold Typology of Research, and Geng et al.’s (2017) 4Ps, highlights
characteristics of research when there are different combinations of rigour and relevance. The
horizontal axis in Figure 1 represents methodological rigor, and the vertical axis represents
practical relevance.
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Popularist Research

Pragmatic Research

Puerile Research

Pedantic Research

Methodological Rigour
Figure 1: Different combinations of rigour and relevance
(Adapted from Anderson et al., 2001and Geng et al., 2017)
In Figure 1, research that is shown as being low in both rigour and relevance is considered to
be “puerile” or trivial (Geng et al., 2017, p. 2), and research that has a high level of
methodological rigour but little or no practical relevance is considered to be “pedantic”
(Geng et al., 2017, p. 2). The term pedantic research is employed to studies that while being
fastidious in their design and analytical sophistication, fail to address an issue that is
practically relevant (Andersen et al., 2001, p. 395).
Figure 1 shows that the term “popularist” research is applied to research that has a high level
of practical relevance but has a low level of methodological rigour (Geng, 2017, p. 2).
Studies that are considered to fall within this category include those which are extremely
relevant but have so little rigour that their findings cannot be relied upon (Andersen et al.,
2001, p. 393). Other characteristics of popularist research include inadequate referencing and
a lack of peer review (Andersen et al., 2001, p. 394).
Research that has both a high level of practical relevance and a high level of methodological
rigour is considered to be “pragmatic” (Geng et al., 2017, p. 2). Being practically relevant is a
core characteristic of pragmatism (Strübing, 2007, p. 583). While pragmatists are
methodologically rigorous, they choose research methods, techniques and procedures that are
best able to meet the needs for addressing their specific problem (Creswell, 2003, p. 11).
Social Entrepreneurial Scholar-Practitioner
The field of social entrepreneurship has many connections with pragmatism. Understanding
and addressing problems is at the core of social entrepreneurship (Elkington and Hartigan,
2008; Leadbeater, 1997), and social entrepreneurs want to develop interventions that achieve
a social impact (Sherman, 2006, p. 10).
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The social entrepreneurial scholar-practitioner approach proposed in this paper takes a
pragmatic approach and is conceptualised in Figure 2. Figure 2 highlights that for social
entrepreneurial scholar-practitioners to address their combined research and practice
problems, they need to firstly frame the problem correctly and then undertake a process of
inquiry that is suited to addressing their combined problem.

Figure 2: Conceptual model of social entrepreneurial scholar-practitioner approach
(Adapted from Kapasi and Rosli, 2020)

The problem framing phase has the dual objective of identifying a research gap, and
recognising the type of problem that the social entrepreneur wants to address in practice. A
gap in the research is defined as ‘a topic or area for which missing or inadequate information
limits the ability of reviewers to reach a conclusion on a given question’ (Robinson, et al.,
2011, p. 247).
The process of inquiry phase entails ‘the process of investigating a problem, a search for truth
or knowledge that requires critical thinking, making observations, asking questions,
performing experiments, and stating conclusions, thinking creatively and using intuition’
(Zuckerman et al., 1998, p. 202). For research, the process of inquiry also includes scholarly
theorising, which is ‘a commitment to comprehend the world/problem through the lens of
academic research’ (Kapasi and Rosli, 2020, p. 4). For social entrepreneurship practice, the
process of inquiry chosen will depend on the type of problem that was identified in the
problem framing phase, as different types of problems require different inquiry approaches
(Snowden and Boone, 2007, p. 4).
At the problem addressed phase, a problem has been addressed for the scholar component
when the research gap has been effectively dealt with. For the practice component, what
constitutes that a problem has been addressed will depend on the type of systems social
entrepreneurship approach that has underpinned the process of inquiry.
There are two systems social entrepreneurship approaches discussed in the literature: a
complexity approach (Goldstein, et al., 2008, p. 12), and a social innovation school of
thought (Martin & Osberg, 2015). The complexity approach underpins the scholar-system
steward role described in this paper, and the social innovation school of thought approach
underpins the scholar-system social entrepreneur role. By taking a complex systems
approach, the scholar-system steward approach is well suited to addressing complex wicked
problems. A social innovation school approach focuses on developing an initiative that
addresses a complicated problem that is within a complex wicked problem: the social
innovation school approach is therefore well suited to the needs of scholar-system social
entrepreneurs who are commercialising their research by developing an initiative.
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Scholar-System Stewards
Universities have an increasing interest in addressing “grand challenges” with communities
through collaborative processes (DePrince and DiEnno, 2019, p. 20). Grand challenges are
another name for wicked problems (Mazzucato, 2018a), and many grand challenges are
expressed as the United Nations Sustainable Goals (Mazzucato, 2018b). In addition to
enabling universities to address the gap between their own research needs and community
research needs (Jongbloed et al., 2008), addressing wicked problems in collaboration with
communities is the most appropriate approach to inquiry when the object of the inquiry is a
wicked problem.
Universities recognise that in order to tackle wicked problems in collaboration with
communities they need to shift from focusing on individual scholars or projects achieving
isolated impacts to multidisciplinary work (DePrince and DiEnno, 2019, p. 24). The
reasoning behind this need to move beyond individual initiatives when addressing wicked
problems can be explained using Ashby’s (1956) law of requisite variety. This law states that
‘only variety can destroy variety’ (Ashby, 1956) which suggests that to control the variety of
a system, such as all of the causal factors and interdependencies underpinning a wicked
problem, the approach for addressing the wicked problem needs to have as much variety as
the wicked problem itself (Batty, 2007, p. 104).
A solution ecosystem approach for addressing complex wicked problems has as much variety
as a complex wicked problem. A solution ecosystem, for a particular wicked problem and
geographical community, consists of all the initiatives that are addressing any of the
interdependent causal factors that underpin the wicked problem and all of the organisations
that are partnering on those initiatives (Eggers and Muoio, 2015).
Within universities, academics can take on the role of a scholar-system steward, and steward
solution ecosystems that are addressing wicked problems. Taking a system-steward approach
to practice is aided through scholarly theorising, as stewardship is easier when practitioners
have an ‘understanding of complexity and complex adaptive systems’ (Davies et al., 2012, p.
8). A complexity approach to social entrepreneurship incorporates this understanding.
The introduction of the complexity approach to social entrepreneurship can be traced back to
2008 when the article “Complexity and Social Entrepreneurship: A Fortuitous Meeting” was
published in the Emergence: Complexity and Organization Journal (Goldstein, et al. 2008). In
the same year, an International Conference on Social Entrepreneurship, Systems Thinking
and Complexity was held at Adelphi University, Garden City, New York.
The complexity approach to social entrepreneurship builds upon previous applications of
complexity science to leadership studies (Goldstein, et al., 2008, p. 12). Complex systems
leadership theories consider leadership not to be held in a particular person or role but to be a
process embedded in all of the interactions amongst agents in a complex adaptive system
(McKelvey and Lichtenstein, 2007, p. 94). Complex adaptive systems are collections of
many different agents or parts that interact in nonlinear ways without an external supervisory
influence, and show emergent behaviours that cannot be explained by analysing the
behaviour of the parts (Sturmberg et al., 2014, p. 66).
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Communities are complex adaptive systems as they are collections of many different parts;
such as people, institutions and infrastructure; they interact in nonlinear ways; cannot be
controlled by an external supervisory influence; and they show emergent behaviours, such as
the emergence of wicked problems that cannot be completely explained by studying their
parts (Amadei, 2015, p. 4). Solution ecosystems are a type of community, and are therefore
also complex adaptive systems.
As a problem solving approach, complex systems leadership theories do not focus on finding
the one way to solve a wicked problem, instead their focus is on providing a framework
within which stakeholders can learn, interact and adapt to maximise their effectiveness in
addressing wicked problems (Geyer, 2003, p. 254). Therefore, instead of creating
interventions to solve problems using cause and effect logic, social entrepreneurship from a
complexity perspective focuses on the creation of conditions for the agents within a complex
adaptive system, such as the initiatives and the organisations partnering on initiatives in a
solution ecosystem, to transition coherently from their current state to a new and improved
state.
Transitions are ‘non-linear movements or leaps from one stable level to another’ (De Roo,
2012, p. 149). The direction of travel a system undertakes when transitioning to a new state is
well understood. This direction of travel is highlighted in the following quote:
“Emergence [of a new state] follows a now well-understood route ......In other words, a new
order appears if forces at play exert tension on the system; a small change, if amplified, leads
to a transformative process which, fuelled with the new imported resources and positively
reinforcing forces, leads to a new equilibrium” (Thietart and Forgues, 2011).
Empirical research has shown large complex systems, such as communities and solution
ecosystems, require enabling conditions to be created in order to maintain the coordination
required for transitions (McKelvey and Lichtenstein, 2007). Complex systems leadership
theories inform five enabling conditions that support system transitions. These are: create a
disequilibrium state, amplify action, encourage self-organisation, stabilise feedback and
enable information flows (Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Snowden and Boone, 2007;
Surie and Hazy, 2006; Goldstein, Hazy and Lichtenstein’s (2010); Uhl-Bien et al., 2008).
The first step in transitioning to a new state, a new way of working for the system, needs to
be the creation of a disequilibrium state, as without creating a disequilibrium state ‘nothing
would happen and the system would remain stable’ (Thietart and Forgues, 2011). This is due
to complex adaptive systems, such as communities, often being locked-in to suboptimal
states. The complexity theory concept of “attractors” is used to provide an understanding of
such lock-ins. An attractor represents the stable patterns of a complex system (Svyantek and
Brown, 2000, p. 71) showing the range of possible actions in the system set by their circular,
nonlinear structure of beliefs, actions and results that strengthen each other and act as a nonpermeable barrier and attractor (Goldstein, 1994, pp. 76-77). Figure 3 shows a social system
attractor that is locked-in to a way of working.
Complex systems leadership theories often represent system transitions as the emergence of a
new attractor from an original attractor through adaptive processes of change. The stages of
the well understood direction of travel, represented as the emergence of a new attractor, are
shown in Figure 4. Panel 1 in Figure 4 represents the current working relationships and ways
of working for a solution ecosystem: the initial attractor. At Panel 2 the solution ecosystem is
disrupted and a disequilibrium state is created. At Panel 3 the new way of working is
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amplified to stop the solution ecosystem going back to the old way of working. At Panel 4
the solution ecosystem is assisted to self-organise around the new way of working: a way of
working that is more coherent, and has increased system functioning and performance for
addressing wicked problems. At Panel 5 the solution ecosystem is stabilised around the new
way of working: the new state.

Figure 3: Conceptual model of a social system attractor
(Goldstein, Hazy & Silberstang, 2010, p. 107)

Fig. 4: The emergence of a new attractor (Goldstein, Hazy & Silberstang, 2010, p. 107)
As practitioners, scholar-system stewards take responsibility for transitioning solution
ecosystems to a new state that is better able to address a targeted wicked problem in a
community. System stewards aid these transitions by ‘ensuring that systems can operate
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effectively to produce desired outcomes’ (Lowe et al., 2020, p. 9), ‘rather than directing or
engineering specific outcomes’ (Eppel et al., p. 6). Figure 5 provides a conceptualisation of
scholar-system steward practice that is informed by a complexity approach to social
entrepreneurship.

Figure 5: Conceptual model of scholar-system steward practice
(Adapted from Kapasi and Rosli, 2020)
Approaches, informed by complex adaptive systems theory, that scholar-system stewards can
take to ensure solution ecosystems can transition effectively to address complex wicked
problems, include collective impact (Smith et al., 2017) and systemic innovation lab (Godrich
et al., 2019) approaches. Collective impact is a method for addressing wicked problems that
has been rapidly adopted by practitioners in the United States, Canada and Australia since its
inception (Smart, 2017, p. 3). The term “collective impact” was coined by John Kania and
Mark Kramer in their seminal paper titled “collective impact” that was published in 2011 in
the Stanford Social Innovation Review. Collective impact stresses that when addressing
wicked problems, the focus needs to be on a portfolio of mutually reinforcing activities
(Kania and Kramer, 2011), that the emergence of systems change comes about from the
interactions between these activities, and that this emergence can be informed by complexity
science (Kania and Kramer, 2013).
A Lab is a setting or process that involves stakeholders coming together to address a societal
problem. There are many different forms of Labs, both within and outside of government,
that are created for the purpose of solving social problems (Puttick, 2014, p. 7). Systemic
Innovation Labs are a lab type that has been purposefully designed for addressing wicked
problems by incorporating and synthesising all of the key factors that are recommended for
addressing wicked problems (Zivkovic, 2018). These factors are: focus on addressing
complex problems, take a place-based transition approach, enable coherent action by diverse
actors, involve users as co-creators, support a networked governance approach, and recognise
government as an enabler of change (Zivkovic, 2018).
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Case Study: Scholar-System Steward Practice
Academics at Edith Cowan University have taken on the role of system-stewards for the
South West Community Systemic Innovation Lab. This pilot project commenced mid-2018
and is addressing food insecurity in the South West region of Western Australia (Munday,
2018). Guidance, feedback and oversight of project processes is being provided by a crossinstitutional core team and a reference group (Godrich et al., 2019).
Wicked Lab’s online Tool for Systemic Change is being used by the Lab to record and
continually update for the project’s solution ecosystem, all of the initiatives that are
addressing any of the underpinning causal factors of food security in the South West region
of Western Australia, and all the organisations that are partnering on those initiatives. In
addition, the software maps each of the initiatives entered into the software to nine focus
areas and thirty-six initiative characteristics that support systems change.
Five of these focus areas and associated initiative characteristics are informed by the enabling
conditions for emergence, and characteristics for transitions, that are identified in complex
systems leadership theories (Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Zivkovic, 2015, p. 3). These
five focus areas align to the well understood path for system transitions (Thietart & Forgues,
2011: 61) and are underpinned by four complex systems leadership theories: Lichtenstein and
Plowman’s (2009) leadership of emergence, Snowden and Boone’s (2007) tools for
managing in a complex context, Surie and Hazy’s (2006) and Goldstein, Hazy and
Lichtenstein’s (2010) generative leadership, and Uhl-Bien et al.’s (2008) complexity
leadership theory. Each of these complex systems leadership theories highlight conditional
characteristics that enable the emergence of system transitions.
The remaining four focus areas enable governments to support solution ecosystem
transitions. Governments are traditionally reluctant to treat communities, such as solution
ecosystems, as complex adaptive systems due to government needs that are more easily
achieved when there are clear relationships between cause and effect: such as time pressures
for making government policy, and the requirement of governments for simplicity, repetition,
clarity, and accountability, (Mulgan, 2001).
In order for governments to be able to take a complex adaptive systems approach to
community problem-solving, government systems need to have the ability to balance the
unplanned exploration of solutions with communities and the planned exploitation of the
knowledge, ideas and innovations that emerge from community-led activities (Duit and
Galaz, 2008, p. 319). The four remaining focus areas and their ten associated initiative
characteristics therefore centre on developing the adaptive capacity of governments by
building their capacity to balance unplanned exploration and planned exploitation. The
characteristics for these four focus areas are informed by a diverse range of theories,
including the concepts of seeds of emergence (Uhl-Bien et al. 2008, p. 208; Snowden 2008)
and creating ecologies of innovation (Surie and Hazy, 2006, p. 17) from complex systems
leadership theories; the concept of soft power from international relations theory (Nye, 2004);
and the concepts of street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky, 1980) and metagovernance (Jessop,
1998) from public administration theory.
Once the data is entered into the online tool, a transition card can be created that shows the
solution ecosystem’s density of effort towards systems change at each of the tool's nine focus
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areas. Transition cards take the form of a matrix that lists all of the initiatives in the solution
ecosystem and how each initiative maps to the nine focus areas and thirty-six initiative
characteristics contained in the online tool. The software can then be used to identify the gaps
in effort by highlighting initiative characteristics at each of the focus areas that are not
currently being addressed by initiatives. When gaps in effort are identified, stakeholders can
decide how to address these gaps. This could be by including more characteristics into
initiatives or developing new initiatives that support transitions.
Figure 2 shows the transition card for the South West Food Community pilot project. For this
project, 51 participants were interviewed to determine if their initiatives had characteristics
that aligned to the nine focus areas and 36 initiative characteristics of Wicked Lab’s tool
(Godrich et al., 2019). The findings from these interviews are shown in the transition card at
Figure 6: it highlights how the participants initiatives (y-axis) align to the 36 initiative
characteristics that are listed in Tables 1-3 (x-axis) as at the 29 January 2019.

Fig. 6: South West Food Community Transition Card
at baseline mapping (Godrich et al., 2019)
With this baseline data collected and analysed, the project determined that there was a
substantial opportunity to strengthen the food security solution ecosystem by concentrating
on focus areas 3, 6, 7, 8 and 9 of the transition card (Rewa, 2020, p. 3). Twenty participants
attended a full-day action planning workshop in December 2018 to determine strategies and
action for strengthening the food security solution ecosystem (Rewa et al., 2020, p. 3).
Six months later, the participants who had attended the workshop were interviewed to
identify what actions had taken place since the workshop and these changes were entered into
the online tool (Rewa et al., 2020). Figure 7 provides a visual representation of changes to the
transition card since the base line data was collected: it highlights that ‘Twenty-five desirable
changes in practice across 15 initiatives had occurred’ (Rewa et al., 2020, p. 5). These
changes are outlined in black.
Many findings and lessons from the South West Food Community Lab have been published
by the scholar system-stewards at Edith Cowan University in peer-reviewed publications
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(Rewa et al., 2021; Godrich et al., 2020; Rewa, et al., 2020; Godrich et al., 2019). These
publications are a valuable resource for the South West Food Community: they are providing
rigorous evidence for potential funders and other stakeholders that are interested in scaling
the pilot projects impact.

Fig. 7: South West Food Community Transition Card
at August 2019 (Rewa et al., 2020)

Scholar-System Social Entrepreneurs
Establishing a social enterprise is an increasingly common approach for commercialising
social science research (Wyatt et al., 2020, p. 22). In 2018, the Aspect Network was formed
in the United Kingdom with a £5m award from Research England’s Connecting Capability
Fund (Wyatt et al., 2020, p. 13). Aspect is a network of organisations that are working
together to ‘support innovation, entrepreneurship and research commercialisation in social
sciences’ (Aspect, n.d.1), including supporting the commercialisation of social science
through social enterprise. The members of Aspect include: Aberystwyth University, the
University of Bristol, Cardiff University, Cranfield University, Durham University, the
University of Essex, the University of Glasgow, the University of Greenwich, the University
of Huddersfield, London School of Economics and Political Science, the University of
Manchester, Nottingham Trent University, the University of Oxford, Queen's University
Belfast, the University of Reading, the Royal College of Art, the University of Sheffield, the
University of Surrey, the University of Sussex, the University of York, and Zinc (Aspect,
n.d.2)
Academics and higher degree by research students can be supported within universities to
commercialise their social science research through social enterprise. By supporting scholarsystem social entrepreneurs to commercialise social science research, universities are able to
address a weakness in business planning competitions and hack-a-thons that have
traditionally been used to engage students in social enterprise. These competitions and
hackathons have been criticised as they support students ‘to prove their business solution will
work without first making sure they understand the problem’ (Papi-Thornton, 2016, p.29).
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It is recognised that significant research about a problem is required before it is addressed in
order to create effective solutions, especially if the desired solution includes being able to
influence systems change (Papi-Thornton, 2016, p.2). In contrast to business planning
competitions and hackathons, taking a scholar-system social entrepreneurship approach
requires an in-depth understanding of a target problem as it focuses on scholars
commercialising their social science research that is addressing a research gap.
A social innovation school approach to social entrepreneurship supports the aim of scholarsystem social entrepreneurs of developing initiatives that addresses a complicated problem,
and these initiatives also contributing towards addressing an overarching wicked problem.
The social innovation school of thought originated in the United States (Hoogendorn et al.,
2010, p. 7; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010, p. 38). Bill Drayton, who coined the term social
entrepreneurship (Sen, 2007, p. 536), is considered to be its leading figure (Hoogendorn et
al., 2010, p. 7; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010, p. 38).
Systems thinking underpins the social innovation school of social entrepreneurship (Martin
and Osberg, 2007, p. 38). Using systems thinking, social entrepreneurs that take a social
innovation school approach identify an opportunity in a non-optimum complex system where
they can intervene in order to create a better future state (Martin and Osberg, 2007, p. 35).
This identified opportunity involves selecting and addressing a few of the underpinning
causal factors of a complex wicked problem: those that they consider will produce the
greatest impact (Martin& Osberg, 2015). Complicated problems have clear relationships
between cause and effect, the relationship between inputs and outputs is linear, and solutions
can be determined in advance (Westley et al., 2007; Snowden and Boone, 2007). While these
selected underpinning causal factors are treated as a complicated problem, there is
acknowledgement that complicated problems are part of larger complex wicked problems.
In practice, the process of inquiry for scholar-system social entrepreneurs involves the
development of a systems-aware theory of change, that addresses the complicated problem.
Theories of change contain the underlying assumptions about how and why an initiative will
achieve the expected results, the outcomes the initiative is expected to achieve over time, and
the connection between the initiatives strategies and outcomes (Gutierrez and Tasse, 2007).
In addition to achieving outcomes for the complicated problem, the initiative will also make a
contribution towards systems change as it is one initiative within a solution ecosystem that is
addressing the complicated problem’s overarching wicked problem.
Publishing in academic journals throughout the commercialization process, can be very
beneficial for scholar-system social entrepreneurs, as peer-reviewed publications provide
rigorous evidence for potential funders and customers of the merit of the scholar-social
entrepreneur’s initiative. Figure 6 provides a conceptual model for scholar-system social
entrepreneur practice.
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Figure 6: Conceptual model of scholar-system social entrepreneur practice
(Adapted from Kapasi and Rosli, 2020)

Case Study: Scholar-System Social Entrepreneur Practice
Dr Sharon Zivkovic has commercialised her social science research by taking a scholarsystem social entrepreneur approach. As part of a Master of Entrepreneurship program in
2005, Sharon developed an Active Citizenship Program during a 9-point research project.
Active citizenship is a wicked problem (Day 1997, p. 421), with a lack of knowledge and
skills being one of the underpinning causal factors influencing the problem.
During Sharon’s inquiry to develop an initiative that would address the complicated problem
of a lack of knowledge and skills, seven perspectives for building active citizenship skills
were identified that each had their own concepts, tools and techniques: a health perspective;
an education perspective; a welfare reform perspective; a business perspective, a
sustainability perspective, a decision making perspective, and a collaborative planning
perspective (Zivkovic, 2009, p. 384). These perspectives were incorporated into a systems
aware theory of change that underpinned the program that Sharon developed. The Active
Citizenship Program was then commercialised by forming the social enterprise Community
Capacity Builders with the assistance of the University of Adelaide’s Business Initiatives for
Graduates program. Community Capacity Builders Active Citizenship Program was
delivered in partnership with local government from 2006 to 2017.
From 2008 to 2014 Sharon undertook a PhD with the School of Education at the University
of South Australia to determine the impact, and how to increase the impact, of Community
Capacity Builders Active Citizenship Program (Zivkovic, 2014). A key finding from
Sharon’s research was that there were many other factors, in addition to skills development,
that impacted on whether graduates in the Active Citizenship Program were able to create
systems change in their community (Zivkovic, 2014). In response to these findings, a key
output from Sharon’s PhD research was a model for creating systems change in communities
that was underpinned by complex adaptive systems theory. The theory of change
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underpinning this model focuses on what was required by communities and governments to
create systems change. A paper on the model received the Best Overall Paper Award at the
4th International Social Innovation Research Conference in 2012 (Zivkovic, 2012).
In 2015 Sharon and Emily Humphreys received the University of South Australia’s Pank
Prize for Entrepreneurship for the idea of commercialising the model from Sharon’s PhD as
software (University of South Australia, 2015, p. 47). With the prize money Sharon and
Emily formed the social enterprise Wicked Lab and developed a minimum viable product for
the software, which was called the “Tool for Systemic Change”. An article on how the Tool
for Systemic Change could be used to address the wicked problem of food insecurity was
published in the Social Enterprise Journal in 2017 (Zivkovic, 2017).
Meeting with potential users of the online Tool, identified the need for a training program to
be developed that would support the use of the online tool (Zivkovic, 2019). Based on this
feedback, Wicked Lab developed a Complex Systems Leadership Program that incorporated
into its theory of change an understanding of ‘what wicked problems are, why a complexity
approach is required to address wicked problems, and why the features of the online tool are
required to address wicked problems’ (Zivkovic, 2019).
The Complex Systems Leadership Program was piloted in 2017. An evaluation of the
program’s pilot uncovered the need for a Lab methodology to be developed to assist program
graduates to engage community stakeholders in mapping solution ecosystems (Zivkovic,
2019). To determine the best Lab approach for addressing wicked problems, Sharon
undertook a research study comparing existing Lab types to the characteristics required to
address wicked problems. This study was published in the Social Enterprise Journal article
'Systemic Innovation Labs: A Lab for Wicked Problems' (Zivkovic, 2017). Based on the
findings of the research, Wicked Lab developed a Systemic Innovation Lab Methodology
called the FEMLAS process and now offers a Systemic Innovation Lab elective alongside its
Complex Systems Leadership Program (Wicked Lab, n.d.).
Conclusion
This paper has shown that the barriers associated with the rigour-relevance divide of
entrepreneurial research can be addressed, if universities support social entrepreneurial
scholar-practitioners. With the aid of case studies, two social entrepreneurial scholarpractitioner roles have been advanced in this paper: scholar-system stewards who take a
complexity approach to social entrepreneurship, and scholar-system social entrepreneurs who
take a social innovation school approach to social entrepreneurship.
Addressing the barriers related to the rigour-relevance divide is important for policy. The
need of universities to address “grand challenges” through collaborative processes with their
communities (DePrince and DiEnno, 2019, p. 20), aligns to the desire by governments for
universities to take a mission-oriented research approach that addresses wicked problems
(Mazzucato, 2018b; Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2021, p. 5). The
scholar system-steward approach discussed in this paper is a contribution towards addressing
that need.
Taking a mission-led approach to address wicked problems is also important for practice.
Australia’s recently released Social Enterprise National Strategy report has recommended
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that the social enterprise sector in Australia takes a ‘missions or systems-led approach’
(Hannant, et al., 2021, p. 86). The scholar-system social entrepreneur approach described in
this paper contributes towards this recommendation in the report.
Given that the need to address these barriers is important for both policy and practice, further
investigation is required to determine how universities and communities can best support the
practices of scholar-system stewards and scholar-system social entrepreneurs.
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