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Social entrepreneurship (SE) research has advanced understanding of the dynamics and proc-
esses underlying positive social change. Yet only scant attention has been paid to where that
change happens. We suggest that a community level of analysis is essential for understanding the
extra-organizational settings implied by the “social” in “social entrepreneurship.” We adopt a
UNESCO-inspired community typology including geographical communities, communities of
interest or solidarity, communities of identity, and intentional communities as an organizing
framework. Relying on a wealth creation perspective, we evaluate the social change that takes
place by assessing four different types of capital created within communities—physical capital,
financial capital, human capital, and social capital. Based on a review of 57 peer-reviewed jour-
nals and 8 leading case study outlets, we find that examples of all four community types and all
four capital types are evident in the SE literature. We discuss the implications of the community as
a locus of SE activity and capital as an indicator of social impact in future research.

Introduction
The term social entrepreneurship (SE) is

widely used and its prevalence in pedagogy,
scholarship, and practice has grown substantially
over the 40 years since the term was first popu-
larized (Bornstein 2007). Though a great deal of
progress has been made by entrepreneurship
and management researchers in characterizing
and understanding SE, it seems that advances in
understanding SE have been uneven, reflecting
only part of the SE reality (Nicholls 2010). For
example, numerous studies published in top-tier
journals have investigated the organizational
arrangements surrounding SE activities (e.g.,

Battilana, Besharov, and Mitzinneck 2017;
Battilana and Dorado 2010; Pache and Santos
2013), but far fewer studies have focused on
delineating and assessing the impact1 of SE
(Young 2006).

A key question with regard to impact is the
locus of SE activity. The “social” in “social
entrepreneurship” is indicative of actions
intended to benefit society more so than organi-
zations. In other words, the social impact created
by SE is best captured at the societal level rather
than the organizational level because the social
missions of most SE initiatives are typically extra-
organizational, that is, they extend beyond
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organizations and their members. As such, it can
be argued that a societal or, more precisely, a
community level of analysis is the most suitable
for assessing the social impact of SE activities.
Most SE projects begin small and are aimed at
addressing conditions in a particular community
or locale. However, despite the fact that making
positive social changes is the driving force
behind the emergence and flourishing of the SE
phenomenon (Stephan, Patterson, Kelly, and
Mair 2016), taking stock of the impact of SE ini-
tiatives at community and societal levels has
tended to be overlooked by entrepreneurship
and management scholars researching SE.

Why have community- and societal-level
impacts been investigated relatively more rarely
in SE research? One reason is that entrepreneur-
ship- and management-related fields have a
long-standing research tradition of focusing pri-
marily on individual, group, and organizational-
level phenomena and outcomes (Walsh, Weber,
and Margolis 2003). As a result, SE researchers
trained in the fields of entrepreneurship and
management are less experienced investigating
extra-organizational, community-, or societal-
level impacts. Another reason is that the impact
of SE initiatives is difficult to measure. Despite
substantial progress in measurement techniques
of noneconomic outcomes and phenomena not
easily monetized (Cohen, Smith, and Mitchell
2008) and allowing for comparison across socio-
economic and institutional contexts (Kroeger
and Weber 2014), societal-level impact measures
are often unfamiliar to entrepreneurship and
management researchers (Short, Moss, and
Lumpkin 2009). Thus, even though entrepre-
neurship researchers, comparatively, have stud-
ied a wider array of outcomes (Davidsson and
Wiklund 2007), community- and societal-level
entrepreneurship studies remain quite limited.

Although community-level phenomena may
not be emphasized in extant SE research, there
is clear evidence from a handful of scholarly
articles and case studies that SE activity is con-
centrated at the community level (e.g., Haugh
2007; Mair, Wolf, and Seelos 2016; Peredo and
Chrisman 2006). The purpose of this paper,
therefore, is to, (1) highlight SE research that
has investigated community-level phenomena
and specify the types of communities where SE
activity is focused, beyond the geographically
proximate meaning of the term; and (2) charac-
terize the nature of community-level outcomes
that SE researchers are investigating. To do so,
we first review a broad selection of the SE

literature and use a community typology
informed by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
that classifies communities in terms of geogra-
phy, identity, interest, and intention. Doing so,
we provide researchers with a framework for
designing studies that explicate the locus of SE
phenomena and address community-level
impacts of SE initiatives.

Next, we characterize the types of
community-level outcomes which SE research-
ers are examining by relying on a wealth crea-
tion perspective (Lumpkin and Bacq 2013). This
approach parallels that of Zahra and colleagues,
who argue that “total wealth” best characterizes
the combination of social and economic wealth
referred to in SE research because it accounts
for both tangible economic dimensions (e.g.,
products, clients served, material gains) and
intangible social dimensions (e.g., well-being,
health, and happiness) of wealth creation
(Zahra et al. 2009, p. 522). Wealth creation is
commonly associated with entrepreneurship
and often reflects stocks of capital such as
assets, resources, human capabilities, and tech-
nology. Therefore, in assessing community-level
SE outcomes, we focus on four types of capital
that SE initiatives are intended to create—physi-
cal capital, financial capital, human capital, and
social capital. This approach contributes to the
SE literature by acknowledging that the many
forms that wealth creation takes in an SE con-
text can be characterized by utilizing a familiar
and parsimonious typology of capital that
includes both pecuniary and nonpecuniary ben-
efits emerging from efforts to bring about posi-
tive social change.

The paper proceeds as follows. Next, we
elaborate on community and its four types, and
then propose a wealth creation perspective that
can be assessed using four types of capital.
Then, we describe our methodology for identi-
fying empirical SE studies focused on different
types of community settings and analyze their
take-aways. We conclude by discussing implica-
tions, limitations, and future research opportuni-
ties related to community-level phenomena in
SE research.

Background and Literature
Review
Types of Community

The term “community” has widespread impli-
cations across many disciplines including
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sociology, economics, anthropology, and politi-
cal science. Each of these traditions has its own
approach to defining and operationalizing the
notion of community and community-level activ-
ity. For example, sociological examinations
identify a community as tied to a specific local-
ity, with its own social activities, a form of social
structure, and an overarching collective senti-
ment (Clark 1973). Similarly, economic studies
of community place an importance on geo-
graphical location but also distinguish between
micro- and macro-level forms of community
dynamics (Grootaert and Van Bastelaer 2002).
Anthropological perspectives on community are
closely intertwined with culture and center on
examining variations in customs, belief struc-
tures, and institutions across locations (Igoe
2006). The definition of community in political
science research provides tighter boundaries in
that it is often conceptualized as groups of citi-
zens participating in activities linked to institu-
tions of law by jurisdiction or local
municipalities (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman
1995).

This range of interpretations suggests that
the notion of community may defy simple defi-
nition. On the one hand, lack of a common defi-
nition may be viewed as an impediment to
developing a common body of knowledge. On
the other hand, a cross-disciplinary interpreta-
tion of the construct provides it with an eclectic-
ness that may have utility for SE researchers
given the wide range of settings and situations
where SE solutions are being initiated and
intended for. Indeed, a cursory look at the SE
literature reveals elements of several approaches
to defining community. For example, Peredo
and Chrisman (2006) refer to “community-based
enterprises” as a form of organization rooted in
local culture that harnesses both community
member relationships and assets to improve sus-
tainable economic development in poor popula-
tions. An SE study in the nonprofit literature
(Heinze, Banaszak-Holl, and Babiak 2016) refers
to community-based interventions that leverage
collaborations among community actors to
change the status quo—for example, improving
the health of populations. Such collaborative,
community-based processes substantially differ
from the market-oriented enterprising processes
described by Peredo and Chrisman (2006). Con-
versely, Haugh (2007) addresses community as
a motivating factor for individuals who launch
social ventures to fill the gaps in social needs
that open between what is provided by the

public sector and what is offered by private
enterprises. In such cases, individuals’ motiva-
tion to help the community to which they
belong can become a driver of idea articulation
and entrepreneurial action.

To represent the variety of community types
that are found in the SE literature, we rely on an
organizing framework that enables us to capture
major community components in a comprehen-
sive yet parsimonious fashion. Inspired by the
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (www.
uil.unesco.org), this framework draws from four
major conceptualizations of community in the
wider organizational literature. In particular,
this framework captures various manifestations
of social engagement across four types of
communities: geographical community (e.g.,
Marquis and Battilana 2009), community of iden-
tity (e.g., Hsu and Hannan 2005; Ruef 2000),
community of interest or solidarity (e.g., Cum-
mings, Sproull, and Kiesler 2002), and inten-
tional community (e.g., Adler, Kwon, and
Heckscher 2008; Dahlander and Wallin 2006). In
the following four subsections, we provide defi-
nitions of each community type and brief exam-
ples of how they are found in the SE literature.

Geographical Community. Conceptualizations
of communities generally imply geographical
and proximal connotations (Marquis and
Battilana 2009; Peredo and Chrisman 2006). The
idea of geographical community refers to “a
local level of analysis corresponding to the pop-
ulations, organizations, and markets located in a
geographical territory and sharing, as a result of
their common location, elements of local cul-
ture, norms, identity, and laws” (Marquis and
Battilana 2009, p. 286). As the form of commu-
nity on which there is most agreement across
the literature, geographical communities have
distinct boundaries such as formal borders or
naturally occurring demarcations and often coin-
cide with other types of community such as
socioeconomic, ethnic, or religious groups.
Frank and Shockley (2016) refer to the impor-
tance of geographical proximity in understand-
ing the community in that “local owners know
their community better than a distant, central-
ized authority” (p. 2). Additionally, Stephan and
colleagues (2016) suggest that geographical
community illustrating a distinct location can be
important when examining contextual factors
stimulating positive social change such as
“revitalized deprived neighborhoods, improved
educational attainment, reduced community
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violence” (p. 4). Indeed, geographical location
may be associated with de facto exclusion (from
infrastructure, from better school systems, etc.)
and resulting marginalization. Overall, most SE
research examining community-level phenom-
ena—scholarly articles and case studies alike—
refers to “community” in terms of the physical
location in which the SE initiative is based
(Johannisson 1990). Yet other community types
are relevant when it comes to examining SE.

Community of Identity. A community charac-
terized by identity contains commonly identifia-
ble features in relation to a shared culture or
shared ethnic heritage (e.g., language, music,
ethics, consumer subcultures) (Hsu and Hannan
2005; Ruef 2000). In line with social identity
theory that defines an individual’s identity by
his/her membership in social categories or
groups, including nationality, sports teams, or
religious affiliation (Tajfel and Turner 1979), an
individual derives value and emotional signifi-
cance from his/her group identification by per-
ceiving a sense of oneness with other members
of the group (Ashforth and Mael 1989; Dutton,
Dukerich, and Harquail 1994) or, in this case,
the community. Though such group member-
ship engenders meaning, belonging, and posi-
tive distinctiveness (Hogg and Terry 2014;
Whetten and Mackey 2002), the members of a
community of identity reciprocally support and
strengthen the group (Ashforth and Mael 1989).

As a result, members of communities of iden-
tity may actively search to identify with it. For
example, identities can emerge around con-
sumer subcultures such as micro-breweries
whereby individuals buy into the community as
a form of self-expression (Hsu and Hannan
2005). Alternatively, membership could be
formed on the basis of sharing a core identifier
of the group. For instance, a study of Work
Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs) in Poland
illustrates a focus on a community of “persons
who have been long-term economically
inactive” (Rymsza 2015, p. 835). Tracey and
Phillips (2016) report the study of a U.K.-based
SE initiative focused on helping a group of eth-
nic migrants by changing British people’s nega-
tive views on this community. These examples
illustrate that a community of identity can
include members who are part of it on account
of their circumstances.

Community of Interest or Solidarity. Com-
munities based on interest or solidarity are

centered on areas of specific concern such as
minority-group rights or equal access to public
goods (e.g., clean air and other environmental
goods). As a result, a community of interest or
solidarity may be large in potential scope as it
contains individuals bonding together over a
particular issue of interest or kinship concur-
rently in different geographical spaces (Peredo
and Chrisman 2006). As such, members of a
community of interest may feel connected to the
social issue at a local and/or global level. For
example, microfinance that tackles the issue of
financial exclusion could be framed as a locally
bound community of interest, taking action “to
alleviate poverty by providing small, unsecured
loans to local indigent entrepreneurs” (Sun and
Im 2015, p. 101), or as a global one, which is
the approach taken by the large microfinance
social enterprises such as ACCION or Opportu-
nity International. Tracey and Jarvis’s (2007)
study of the U.K.-based social venture, Aspire,
shows that it was common interest in alleviating
homelessness via employment that formed the
impetus for its creation.

Moreover, by not necessarily being bound by
local geography, SE initiatives can also form to
assuage particular widespread globally relevant
issues, such as the state of the natural environ-
ment. For example, Bagnoli and Megali (2011)
examine the case of Ulisse, a community-based
enterprise that sprung out of a shared concern
for the cleanliness of the environment. This
shared concern cultivated a community of inter-
est which then enabled the venture to launch a
range of seemingly unrelated services—includ-
ing a bulk waste collection service and bike
rental service—that were linked by their posi-
tive impact on the natural environment.

Intentional Community. Intentional commun-
ities are defined by the methods in which its
members participate. Intentional communities
differ from those based on interest or solidarity
in that they are initiated and engaged in by peo-
ple for their own purposes who are in a position
to provide help and support to each other. Spe-
cifically, individuals who form intentional com-
munities come together voluntarily to support
each other as they face the same issue, condition,
or situation (e.g., professional networking groups
or self-help groups). An example of intentional
community is the Hong Kong–based Community
Growers Group which focuses on sharing best
farming practices. The intention of this commu-
nity initiative was to provide technical assistance
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and organic agronomy advice to local farmers (Ip
and Wong 2009).

Within intentional communities, the level of
commitment and intensity can vary significantly.
An example of low commitment communities
might be play groups at the neighborhood park
for mothers with young children, or study groups
organized by students or learning enthusiasts.
More substantially high commitment examples
might be intentional living communities such as
the Israeli kibbutz whereby members voluntarily
join and subscribe to specific ways of living
(Helman 1992). For reaching SE goals more effec-
tively, Drayton (2002) suggests the importance
“to build a community where its leading practi-
tioners can come together. . .” (p. 124), further
highlighting the instrumental reasons and volun-
tary actions supporting an intentional community.
With regard to instrumentality, intentional com-
munities can also coalesce around particular activ-
ities, such as worship in religious groups or
reading in book clubs (Pitzer et al. 2014).

Given the wide array of motivations, objec-
tives and community types that underlie the
spectrum of SE initiatives (Roper and Cheney
2005), it is no surprise that there are many per-
spectives on what constitutes community-level
social impact across SE research. In the next sec-
tion, we argue that the positive social change
outcomes that result from SE initiatives can be
captured by assessing different types of capi-
tal—physical, financial, human, and social—that
are created in the various communities where
SE activities take place.

Total Wealth, Capital, and SE Outcomes
To gain new insights and a deeper under-

standing of community-level phenomena in SE
research, and consistent with the field of entre-
preneurship (Hitt et al. 2001), we adopt a
wealth creation perspective. Following Mair and
Mart�ı (2006) and Zahra and colleagues (2009)
who highlight the importance of both social
wealth and economic wealth creation in under-
standing the impact of SE, we use a broad con-
ceptualization of the term “wealth,” which
suggests the notion of aggregated resources and
cumulative endowments, both tangible and
intangible. Such a “total wealth” perspective is
consistent with the original meaning of the term
wealth, and inclusive of intangible outcomes
such as well-being, good fortune, happiness,
and prosperity (Thompson and MacMillan 2010;
Venkataraman 2002; Zahra and Wright 2016).
As an example, recent family business research

highlights “socioemotional wealth” as the affec-
tive, noneconomic sense of fulfillment that
comes from identifying with and sharing the
values of a family system (Berrone, Cruz, and
G�omez-Mej�ıa 2012).

As evidence of the aggregated resources and
cumulative endowments suggested by a total
wealth perspective, both pecuniary and nonpe-
cuniary, we propose to conceptualize the
community-level outcomes of SE initiatives in
terms of the capital that they create. By focusing
on the stocks of capital—physical, financial,
human, and social—that accrue to a community
as a consequence of SE activity, we are able to
capture both tangible and intangible forms of
wealth.

We often think of capital in terms of its role as
a factor of production or an input or means for
creating wealth. In this context, by contrast, our
focus is on capital as an outcome—the results of
SE efforts to add to a community’s resources and
endowments. Our analysis focuses on four types
of capital that capture the wealth that might
result from SE activities: physical capital, which
refers to hard assets such as manufactured goods
and agricultural produce, and resources such as
buildings and equipment; financial capital includ-
ing income from commercial activity and other
efforts to secure funding; human capital, which
refers to the capabilities and skills of individuals
as a result of knowledge, education and experi-
ence; and social capital that arises from enhanc-
ing a community’s networks of interactions or
fostering structural changes that enhance rela-
tionships. We review these notions of capital in
more detail latter and provide examples of how
they translate within communities affected by SE
activity in the next subsections.

Physical Capital. Inherent in the idea of geo-
graphical community is the land that the commu-
nity occupies, and its natural resources. These
elements are classified as physical capital, along
with the buildings and other structures on the
land, and the machinery, equipment, furniture,
inventory and other “hard” assets present in the
community (Audretsch and Keilbach 2004;
Samuelson and Nordhaus 2004). These resour-
ces, even when they are privately owned, repre-
sent the physical wealth of a community. SE
activity often leverages, enhances or adds to a
community’s physical capital. Examples of physi-
cal capital associated with SE projects include
refurbishing a building or constructing a new
one for use as a community center, providing
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medical equipment that is used to treat children
in a neighborhood health center (Rangan 2004),
installing systems that provide clean drinking
water in remote areas (Nwankwo, Phillips, and
Tracey 2007), and supplying smallholder farmers
with asset-based financing of agricultural tools to
reduce hunger and poverty (One Acre Fund; San-
tos, Pache, and Birkholz 2015).

Financial Capital. Financial capital typically
refers to cash resources but may also include
stocks, bonds, receivables, promissory notes, and
other assets that can be converted to cash. In
terms of generating financial capital, SE initiatives
fall into two related categories. The first involves
the economic empowerment of community mem-
bers through commercial SE ventures that gener-
ate revenues and transfer some of that pecuniary
wealth to the community in which they are active.
An example from India is Aakar Innovations, a
venture created by two villagers to economically
empower rural women by employing them to
produce—and then sell for a personal profit—
low-cost, high-quality sanitary pads, thus address-
ing an urgent but culturally taboo women’s health
problem. Microfinance is another well-known SE
initiative that exists to provide financial capital to
communities and their members through loans
that generate income for their users. Indeed, by
providing local indigenous entrepreneurs access
to financial capital in the form of small loans,
microfinance provides them with opportunities to
transform such capital into goods or services that
they can sell for a profit (Sun and Im 2015). As a
result, profitable entrepreneurs benefit from
higher disposable income and financial wealth.

A second type concentrates on creating
economic self-sufficiency for the community
through SE. Community nonprofit organizations
often launch earned-income strategies or inno-
vative funding strategies primarily as a means to
generate financial resources, bolster the commu-
nity economically, and lower dependence on
donations and grants (Chell 2007). Drawing on
fewer grant/donation dollars leaves more fund-
ing for the benefit of the community at large. In
some cases, finally, the goals of empowerment
and self-sufficiency are combined. Greyston
Bakery, with the motto “We don’t hire people to
bake brownies, we bake brownies to hire peo-
ple,” employs homeless people to operate a for-
profit bakery (Greyston Bakery 2017; Wilburn
and Wilburn 2014).

Human Capital. Human capital refers to the
collective cognitive abilities that arise in individ-
uals as a result of their knowledge, education,
and experience (Becker 1964; Davidsson and
Honig 2003). As such, some SE initiatives focus
on enhancing human capital to build capabilities
that benefit both individuals and communities
(Weaver 2016). An example of such an initiative
is Sowers Action, an SE venture in rural China
that aims to develop new skills and to “turn the
huge population burden into a pool of intellec-
tual and productive resources” (Wong, Chung,
and Wang 2009, p. 1). A similar example is
found in Europe where WISEs provide training
that enables disadvantaged and disabled people
to enter the workforce (Rymsza 2015). In gen-
eral, the human capital of a community is
increased by SE efforts that provide skills train-
ing, extend formal education, arrange manage-
rial experience, and increase exposure to
entrepreneurial practices that promote self-
sufficiency (Bates 1990).

Social Capital. Social capital is defined as
“features of social organization such as net-
works, norms, and social trust that facilitate
coordination and cooperation for mutual ben-
efit” (Putnam 1995, p. 2). One of the key chal-
lenges that communities face when trying to
enact positive social change is coalescing and
building consensus around ways and means for
tackling social problems. As a result, some SE
initiatives focus on helping communities with
various types of capacity building for more
effective social interactions. Such efforts address
both bridging (external) and bonding (internal)
forms of social capital. Within social groups,
active participation in community networks
induces collective learning (Nga and Shamuga-
nathan 2010) and illustrates how bonding social
capital is generated. Proactive interactions
across the various constituents of a community,
such as collaborations of scientists toward eradi-
cating a global disease (Grossman and Ross
2010a), is an example of bridging social capital.
According to Borch and colleagues, SE initia-
tives that generate social capital often help
“facilitate cooperative entrepreneurial action”
(Borch et al. 2008, p. 1).

By zeroing-in on four types of communities
and four types of capital that might be harnessed
or produced by SE efforts in those communities,
we frame our investigation of the SE literature in
a fashion that reveals evidence of “where” SE
happens (community, broadly construed), and of
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positive (or negative) social change (capital crea-
tion) at a community-level of analysis. Although
capital generated through SE efforts may subse-
quently be captured at varying degrees by spe-
cific individuals (micro-level) or regions (macro-
level), we propose that the nucleus of value cre-
ated by SE activity lies predominately at the
community-level. We turn next to our methodol-
ogy and our review of scholarly articles and case
studies, and our findings.

Methodology
The purpose of this paper is to advance

understanding of SE research by identifying the
various perspectives on community that are
found in the SE literature, and characterizing
community-level outcomes in terms of capital
created. To do so, we examined the prevalence
of four types of community and four types of
capital evident in SE research, and explored their
commonalities and differences among SE studies.

As the purpose of this paper is to advance
understanding on the various perspectives
and conceptualizations of community and
community-level outcomes in SE research—as
opposed to provide a formal review article per
se—we conducted two complementary searches:
one within peer-reviewed scholarly articles,
which we supplemented with a second search
of SE case studies designed to capture alterna-
tive perspectives of SE phenomena.

To begin, we searched within the 43 scholarly
journals identified by Battilana, Besharov, and
Mitzinneck (2017) as being important to SE
research.2 We then supplemented this list by
including Entrepreneurship and Regional Devel-
opment, Journal of Management, Journal of
Management Studies, Journal of Small Business
Management, and International Small Business
Journal, which we thought were important to

include in this analysis. Finally, we add to our
search list nine other journals which Moss, Lump-
kin, and Short (2010) identified as having pub-
lished at least a modest amount of SE articles:
Business Strategy Review, International Journal
of Entrepreneurial Behaviour and Research,
International Journal of Public Administration,
International Journal of Social Economics, Jour-
nal of Developmental Entrepreneurship, Journal
of Nonprofit and Public Sector Marketing, Jour-
nal of World Business, Nonprofit Management
and Leadership, and Public Administration
Review. As a result, we conducted our structured
literature search in 57 peer-reviewed journals.

During the search process, we used the elec-
tronic databases ABI/INFORM global database
and Web of Science, and the following search
keywords: “social entrepreneur” OR “social
entrepreneurship” OR “social enterprise” OR
“social venture” OR “social business” AND
“community.” Our scholarly journals search gen-
erated 49 peer-reviewed articles.

To extend our understanding and grasp the
meaning(s) of community-level phenomena
among practitioners, we also conducted a search
of SE business cases. We restricted our search to
the following eight leading case series and pub-
lishers: Asia Case Research Center, Darden
School of Business Case, Harvard Business
School Case, IESE Business School Case, Ivey
Business School Case, Kellogg School of Manage-
ment Case, SEKN (Social Enterprise Knowledge
Network) Case, and Stanford Business School.
Our search, using the same keywords, yielded 54
business cases. The 49 peer-reviewed scholarly
articles and the 54 case studies are listed in the
reference list, preceded by an asterisk.

We then followed the same coding proce-
dures for both the peer-reviewed scholarly
articles and the case studies. First, we placed
each of them in the relevant community and

2The journals included in Battilana, Besharov, and Mitzinneck’s (2017) structured literature search are the fol-
lowing: Administrative Science Quarterly, Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review,
Academy of Management Annals, Academy of Management Perspectives, American Behavioral Scientist, Orga-
nization Science, Management Science, Strategic Management Journal, Organization Studies, American Socio-
logical Review, American Journal of Sociology, Annual Review of Sociology, Social Forces, Harvard Business
Review, MIT Sloan Management Review, Stanford Social Innovation Review, California Management Review,
Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, Voluntas, World Development, Development, Global Governance,
International Studies Quarterly, Industrial and Corporate Change, American Journal of Political Science, Jour-
nal of Business Ethics, Business Ethics Quarterly, Philosophy and Public Affairs, Ethics, Journal of Applied
Ethics, Episteme, Business History Review, Business History, Enterprise and Society, Human Relations, Entrepre-
neurship Theory and Practice, Journal of Business Venturing, Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, Journal of
Social Entrepreneurship, Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, American Review of Public
Administration, Public Administration, Public Organization Review.
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capital categories. As these categories are not
mutually exclusive, a focal article or case study
could be placed in multiple categories of com-
munity or capital. For example, in a study on
institutional entrepreneurship in the emerging
field of HIV/AIDS treatments, Macguire, Hardy,
and Lawrence (2004) examine the HIV/AIDS
community but also discuss the SE efforts aimed
at the geographical area in which the patients
lived. Accordingly, we classified Macguire,
Hardy, and Lawrence’s (2004) article in both
community of interest and geographical commu-
nity. In addition, some articles or cases referred
to multiple forms of capital as an outcome of SE
activity. For instance, Khoja and Lutafali (2008)
examine the Grameen Bank and the Self-
Employed Women Association and find that
economic and sociocultural developments were
key achievements, thereby highlighting the gen-
eration of both financial and social capital as
outcomes of the SE initiatives.

Next, we proceeded to a descriptive statistical
analysis of the repartition of scholarly articles
and case studies across types of communities
and types of capital. Finally, we selected exem-
plary quotes that best capture the conceptualiza-
tions of each type of community and
community-level outcomes found in the SE liter-
ature, and the types of capital created. To com-
prehensively illustrate those conceptualizations,

we selected multiple quotes that show the vari-
ous ways in which each type of community and
capital emanate in SE research. We present
these and our findings in the next section.

Findings
Communities and Capital in SE Research

Table 1a summarizes the types of commun-
ities that SE researchers are focusing on,
whereas Table 1b provides insights into the
types of capital that SE researchers are analyz-
ing. Both tables distinguish between the types
of communities and capital that are found in
scholarly articles (49) versus case studies (54).

To provide representative examples of the
types of community and capital investigated in
the articles and cases, we also developed tables
of illustrative quotes. Table 2a is comprised of
exemplars of different facets of community from
the peer-reviewed scholarly articles and case
studies, whereas Table 2b provides illustrations
of the four different types of capital in SE
research.

Table 1a reveals that the majority of
community-based studies are set in geographical
communities. The focus on geographical com-
munity is especially prevalent in scholarly
articles (61 percent) and is also the largest cate-
gory among case studies (50 percent). This is

Table 1a
Community Focus in SE Research

Community Types Articles Cases

Geographical community 30 (61 percent) 27 (50 percent)
Community of identity 8 (16 percent) 4 (7 percent)
Community of interest or solidarity 10 (20 percent) 18 (34 percent)
Intentional community 4 (8 percent) 5 (9 percent)

Table 1b
Capital Focus in SE Research

Capital Types Articles Cases

Physical capital 8 (16 percent) 11 (20 percent)
Financial capital 24 (49 percent) 14 (26 percent)
Human capital 10 (20 percent) 26 (48 percent)
Social capital 21 (43 percent) 7 (13 percent)
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not unexpected and reflects perspectives set
forth by several authors including Peredo and
Chrisman who limit the definition of community
to a “shared geographical location” (2016, p.
315) and Vlachovska and Watts who state, in
the context of understanding social enterprises
that, “defining the community by its geographi-
cal location is essential” (2016, p. 213).

The second most frequent community cate-
gory is communities of interest or solidarity. In
this instance, cases studies (34 percent) are sub-
stantially more likely to focus on communities
of interest or solidarity than scholarly articles
(20 percent). This difference may reflect the
more narrative style of cases which allow for
more exposition around community of interest
topics such as “mutual respect, commitment and
common interests” (Isenberg 2008, p. 14). The
rich description around single cases may also
help explain why intentional communities were
third most prominent in the case studies (9 per-
cent) but least important among scholarly
articles (8 percent). The reverse was true for
communities of identity which were more com-
mon in scholarly articles (16 percent) and the
least important type among cases (7 percent).
This finding could be reflective of the fact that
SE scholars have relied on social identity theory
to a relatively great extent to shed light on SE
phenomena (e.g., Moss et al. 2011; Nason,
Bacq, and Gras 2017; Wry and York 2017).

Turning to capital, Table 1b indicates that
financial capital is the most prevalent type of SE
outcome identified in the scholarly articles (49
percent). This is not surprising considering our
focus on entrepreneurship and management
journals, and the importance placed on com-
merce in many SE studies. For the same reasons,
however, it is somewhat surprising that only 26
percent of the case studies focused on financial
capital. Indeed, the most prominent category
among cases is human capital (48 percent). This
supports our contention that a substantial por-
tion of community-level SE activity aims to
make positive social changes in ways other than
financial and in particular, through human
development. Human capital is the third most
important category among scholarly articles (20
percent). Second among scholarly articles is
social capital (43 percent) (though it was least
prevalent among cases—7 percent) reflecting
that a key focus of many SE initiatives is to
address what Ansari and colleagues identify as
“a lack of ‘capabilities’ in Sen’s sense that can be
developed through leveraging social capital”

(2012, p. 813). Both social capital and human
capital may be especially important in commu-
nity contexts because so much SE activity is
focused on improving the capabilities and well-
being of whole groups. Finally, physical capital
was the least prominent outcome in both schol-
arly articles (16 percent) and case studies (20
percent), though not trivial in either instance.

In general, these findings support the view
that a community level of analysis can shed new
light on our understanding of where SE efforts
are focused on, and provide evidence that SE
initiatives generate a wide range of outcomes,
both pecuniary and nonpecuniary, that take
place in multiple forms of communities.

Discussion
In the quest to understand the who, what,

how, when, and where of SE, in this paper, we
have focused on “where,” a topic and level of
analysis that has not often been emphasized in
the SE literature. Further, we have argued that
extant SE research has paid too little attention to
the community as a centrally important locus of
SE activity, and a distinguishing feature of the
SE domain. In contrast to most studies that
appear in entrepreneurship and management
journals, the “social” in SE implies an extra-
organizational level of analysis. Our findings
suggest that the role of the community has been
both prevalent and influential in SE research,
even though few extant studies explicitly focus
on the community as a distinct level of analysis
(see Peredo and Chrisman 2006 for an impor-
tant exception). To more explicitly account for
community, we employed a UNESCO-inspired
typology of communities and found all four
types—geographical, identity, interest, and
intentional—to be important in SE research.
Even though communities are most frequently
characterized in terms of their geography as
expected, we found that each of the other per-
spectives regarding what constitutes community
were also important to understanding where SE
change happens.

Our study has important implications for
researching SE by providing evidence of the
influential role of community-level dynamics in
bringing about solutions to social problems
through SE. A key contribution of our study lies
in shedding light on various conceptualizations
of community by providing SE researchers
with a framework for designing studies that
explicate the locus of SE phenomena. Whether
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community is based on a geographical locale or
a shared group identity, intentionality or solidar-
ity around a common interest, it is useful to
specify the nature of the bond that holds a com-
munity together. In fact, failure to explicitly
define community at the outset of an SE
research project may have direct implications
for accurately assessing the social change
induced by the SE initiative.

Further, although geographical locale is the
dominant conceptualization of community,
researchers will likely find it valuable to take
into account other types of community that may
have been subsumed within a geographical
community such as interest or identity. For
example, employing measures of well-being as
a basis for examining social impact may yield an
implicit assumption that the outcomes of SE
initiatives affect all individuals equally within
the geographical locale. However, if sub-
communities of interest or identity are prevalent
within the geographical community but are not
acknowledged—such as disabled veterans or a
particular socio-economic group—then certain
types of outcomes salient to those sub-
communities—such as group-specific well-being
or employment in certain vocations—may be
overlooked. It follows that, to measure the ante-
cedents and outcomes of particular SE initiatives
more precisely, SE researchers will need to
clearly specify the meaning of “community.”

Accordingly, the perspective that we advance
changes the way we approach SE research.
Indeed, adopting measures that take specific
types of community into account will provide
more clarity, and possibly more accuracy, in
assessing the social change that SE ventures are
having on their communities, and their corre-
sponding effectiveness in doing so. For instance,
a decrease in unemployment rates may be a rel-
evant metric to capture positive social change in
a geographical community characterized by a
high proportion of college graduates. Con-
versely, an increase in community college
enrollment may serve as a pertinent metric of
community-level outcomes in a community deal-
ing with a large proportion of veterans. In sum,
mis-specifying “where” social change takes
place could result in searches for impact in the
wrong place and hence, may lead to false posi-
tives or inconclusive results.

Because the types of outcomes generated by
SE activities add to a wide range of resources,
endowments and capabilities, such wealth,
broadly construed, may translate not only into

tangible forms of capital (products, sales, mate-
rial gain), but also into intangible forms of bene-
fits (well-being, happiness, social relations) for
the communities involved (Haugh and Pardy
1999). Indeed, our findings support the conten-
tion that both community-level tangible out-
comes such as financial and physical capital,
and community-level intangible outcomes such
as social and human capital are important out-
comes across the scholarly articles and case
studies we analyzed. Our study thus contributes
to SE research by enabling SE researchers to
broaden the current conceptualizations of SE
impact by setting forth a familiar and parsimoni-
ous set of both pecuniary and nonpecuniary
types of capital as a way to capture positive
social change. To our knowledge, this analysis
is the first one to perform a holistic review of
the community-level outcomes in SE research
and organize them in terms of types of capital.

This capital perspective is all the more mean-
ingful when considered in relation to the types
of communities in which change happens.
Indeed, we suggest that the predominant form
of capital generated by an SE initiative may vary
depending on the type(s) of community in
which it takes place. For example, studies of SE
initiatives explicitly focused on geographical
communities—for example, rural areas in
developing countries—may find that physical
capital is the best proxy for the positive social
change brought in the geographical community
in the SE initiatives. Alternatively, intentional
communities—for example, senior citizens
clubs—could be more likely to experience a
positive change in their community in terms of
heightened social capital and feelings of
interconnectedness.

Our study is thus particularly relevant given
that entrepreneurship and management
researchers are likely less familiar with the
kinds of measures that might be needed to
assess community-level phenomena. Indeed, a
look at extant SE empirical research sheds light
on common practices such as relying on
organizational-level scales to capture extra-
organizational phenomena (e.g., Lumpkin et al.
2013) or resorting to the social entrepreneur’s
self-reported perceptions of change on the
intended communities of beneficiaries (e.g.,
Bloom and Smith 2010). Our study paves the
way to novel theoretical avenues and measure-
ment techniques from other disciplines such as
political science, sociology, and anthropology.
In the next section, we detail these future
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research avenues, as well as some limitations of
our study.

Limitations and Future Research Avenues
Although our study offers a practical organiz-

ing framework for future community-focused SE
research, it is not without its limitations. Con-
ceptualizing the various types of community in
line with the UNESCO-informed typology
enabled us to establish that geographical locale
is indeed the most prevalent form in extant SE
research. However, while this typology proved
instrumental in mapping out the current state of
the field, future empirical efforts should con-
sider the intertwined nature of community-level
dynamics, irrespective of stating a priori defini-
tions. For example, while geographical commu-
nity may be an overarching boundary, the fact
that communities of interest or identity are
likely to exist within a particular locale has
implications for researchers examining the effec-
tiveness of social enterprises and the suitability
of methodological tools used. As suggested ear-
lier, future research should therefore explicitly
specify the type of community under study, oth-
erwise running the risk of misaligning the
assessment of the SE-induced change with the
specificities of the community where it
happens.

Additionally, the inter-connectedness of the
various forms of community implies that future
research building on our findings should
acknowledge these nuances and be aware that
community types are not mutually exclusive.
Though unlikely, for example, one individual
could ostensibly be a member of all four types
of community concurrently. Moreover, one indi-
vidual’s various interests or identities may make
him/her belong to several communities of iden-
tity or of interest simultaneously. Belonging to
or disassociation with certain community types
may also evolve over time as, for instance, geo-
graphical location, or interests change. In sum,
the complexities in defining community provide
many opportunities for further examination of
this multifaceted construct beyond extant
research efforts. To assist in this task, review
works such as the taxonomy of community rela-
tions developed by James and colleagues (2012)
may be a source of inspiration. One potentially
fruitful area for subsequent research would be
to examine SE studies that adopt similar theoret-
ical perspectives (e.g., social identity theory)
and assess whether redefining the community

context—along the four categories in our frame-
work—would lead to different findings.

Further, our use of capital does not capture
all the types of wealth that might be created
through SE activities. Examples of potentially
important omissions include the overall health
and well-being of a community, or the ideas
expressed by socioemotional wealth. Dimen-
sions such as these are not typically found in
entrepreneurship and management research but
suggest other types of capital that may need to
enter into conversations about outcomes of SE
activity. Nevertheless, our suggestion to concep-
tualize SE outcomes in terms of capital paves
the way to theoretical frameworks and sophisti-
cated impact measurement techniques from
other disciplines that could help advance the SE
domain. For example, epidemiology and com-
munity health research in particular holds prom-
ise in shedding light on the measurement of the
effectiveness of community interventions—as
they pertain to health and overall well-being (for
a recent review of the methods in the field see
Dronavalli and Thompson 2015). Specifically,
instruments such as the Community Wellbeing
Index (Forjaz et al. 2011) and the Personal Well-
being Index (Lau, Cummins, and Mcpherson
2005) are established tools useful for assessing
both the intangible and tangible forms of capital
identified in our study. Yet these methods
are largely overlooked in SE research in part
due to a dearth of studies explicitly assessing
community-level outcomes. Future research
could benefit from implementing these
approaches to studying community-level SE phe-
nomena. For instance, epidemiology’s focus on
community resource accessibility could yield
promising avenues for future studies by leverag-
ing techniques like geographical information sys-
tems to track neighborhood accessibility (e.g.,
Pearce, Witten, and Bartie 2006) to SE initiatives.

Last, if the community level of analysis mat-
ters in SE research, as well as the role of capital
in capturing SE community-level outcomes,
what are the implications for the role of SE in
creating wealth? Following Zahra and col-
leagues’ (2009) notion of “total wealth,” we
have argued that a distinct focus on community
has profound implications for accurately assess-
ing the full extent of SE wealth creation. There-
fore, future research should further investigate
community as an overlooked link in the total
wealth that is created by SE initiatives. Such
wealth creation could span from macro-level
wealth (e.g., a nation’s cultural capital or GDP
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growth) to micro-level wealth (e.g., workers’
morale in a large corporate or financial gains).
Viewed through the prism of “Coleman’s
boat”—a sociological model outlining multilevel
causal mechanisms—wealth created uniquely at
the community level may also underpin missing
meso-level dynamics that more comprehensively
explain the positive change of SE initiatives
(Kim, Wennberg, and Croidieu 2016). Conse-
quently, conceptualizing the “wealth” created by
SE initiatives through the four types of capital
could inform future empirical efforts to measure
the outcomes of SE initiatives in relation to the
type of community settings in which they take
place. Future research questions include: What
kinds of wealth does SE activity create? Is think-
ing of SE wealth creation in terms of “capital” the
best approach? How might the characteristics of
the community setting influence the type of
capital/wealth that is created? Under what
circumstances in an SE context might capital/
wealth be destroyed rather than created? Table 3
offers additional ideas for future research ques-
tions along the lines just described.

Conclusion
In the face of increasingly pressing and com-

plex societal problems, the SE phenomenon is
flourishing and SE ventures increasingly domi-
nate the organizational landscape (Huysentruyt,
Mair, and Stephan 2016). Yet extant SE research
has tended to focus on understanding
organizational-level arrangements that support
the concurrent achievement of social and com-
mercial goals to the detriment of “where” SE
aims to bring about social change—the commu-
nity. In this study, we review the importance of
the community construct as the locus of SE
activity and a distinguishing feature of the SE
domain. Our analysis underlines the prevalence
of different types of communities—beyond geo-
graphical locale—and concludes that SE out-
comes occur predominantly in some type of
community. We identify community-related SE
research and highlight the implications for the
conceptualization and measurement of SE out-
comes at the community level. We suggest that
framing extra-organizational SE outcomes in
terms of capital, both tangible and intangible,
enables researchers to capture the wide range
of resources, endowments, and capabilities gen-
erated by SE activity. In doing so, our study
opens the way for more research that explores

the link between the locus of SE initiatives and
their outcomes.
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